Utah State University

DigitalCommons@USU
All Graduate Theses and Dissertations

Graduate Studies

5-1996

Perceived Children's Characteristics and Other Factors Relating to
Parents' Psychological Well-Being in Midlife
Catherine D. Stogner
Utah State University

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.usu.edu/etd
Part of the Social and Behavioral Sciences Commons

Recommended Citation
Stogner, Catherine D., "Perceived Children's Characteristics and Other Factors Relating to Parents'
Psychological Well-Being in Midlife" (1996). All Graduate Theses and Dissertations. 2396.
https://digitalcommons.usu.edu/etd/2396

This Dissertation is brought to you for free and open
access by the Graduate Studies at
DigitalCommons@USU. It has been accepted for
inclusion in All Graduate Theses and Dissertations by an
authorized administrator of DigitalCommons@USU. For
more information, please contact
digitalcommons@usu.edu.

PERCEIVED CHILDREN'S CHARACTE RI STICS AND OTHER
FACTORS RELATING TO PARENTS' PSYCHOLOGICAL
WELL-BEING IN MIDLIFE

by

Catherine D. Stogner

A dissertation submitted in partial fulfillment
of the requirements for the degree
of
DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY
in
Family Life/Family and Human Development
Approved:

Brent C. Miller
Major Professor

Glen 0. Jenson
Committee Member

Randall M. Jones
Committee Member

Thomas R. Lee
Committee Member

Xitao Fan
Committee Member

James P. Shaver
Dean of Graduate Studies
UTAH STATE UNIVERSITY
Logan, Utah

1996

ABSTRACT

Perceived Children's Characteristics and Other
Factors Relating to Parents' Psychological
Well-being in Midlife

by

Catherine D. Stogner, Doctor of Philosophy
Utah State University, 1996

Major Professor: Dr. Brent C. Miller
Department: Family and Human Development

This research examined child-parent relationships from the perspective of
the psychological well-being of parents during midlife and while launching
children . A subsample of 1,253 parents from the National Survey of Families
and Households was studied using variables from both waves (1988 and 1993)
of longitudinal data. Fathers and mothers were analyzed separately for
depression and self-satisfaction at the second wave (1993) in relation to their
perceptions of child, adjustment and child-parent relationships in 1988, and
parents' employment and their marital status in 1993.
Analyses showed that fathers' depression scores in 1g93 were
significantly related to fathers' perceptions of child adjustment (total and
positive), and fathers' age, marital, and employment status. Mothers' depression
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scores were associated with their marital and employment status and with
mothers' perceptions of child adjustment.
Analyses demonstrated that fathers' self-satisfaction was related to all
children having departed and to fathers' marital status, but not to fathers'
perceptions of child adjustment. Mothers' self-satisfaction was more frequently
related to their marital status and to perceptions of child adjustment but not to
children having departed. The small number of significant associations between
launching and parents' well-being suggests that either launching is not as highly
associated with parental well-being as previously believed , or that launching is a
more elusive concept than reflected by the measures used in this study.
Age, employment, and marital status appear to be more salient to parent
well-being than the departure of children as measured in these studies. The
find ings also suggest that some aspects of the role of parenting may not change
significantly when children leave home.
From the findings of this research, future research endeavors should
reconsider the concept of launching per se as well as its relation to parents' wellbeing in mid life. Other factors such as marriage and employment should be
more closely studied as being more strongly related to well-being in mid life than
children 's departures from home.
(130 pages)
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Human relationships--particularly intimate ones--are more than a series of
events. They are histories of two or more human beings who have lived and
grown together (day by day, hour by hour) while at the same time trying to grow
as individuals. The child-parent relationship is a particularly unique and enduring
example. Parents and children are much more than interactive dyads. They are
two people who have shared in a most intimate way their lifetimes comprised of
hours and days. It is what occurred during those hours and days that creates
that relationship rather than the events we categorize using terms such as
"launching ." Ryff (1989) noted that future research might be better served by
looking beneath the broad social structures (such as the child-parent
relationship) to the life experiences and opportunities they afford or deny an
individual. Underlying these experiences and opportunities are the attitudes of
parents and children about what has occurred during their shared lifetimes.
The goal of this study is not to approach "launching" as if the event holds
some magical power to affect the lives of parents. It is to examine the
relationship between parents and children from the beginning of their efforts to
let go of one another (when the children are in adolescence) until at least the
physical aspect of that letting go (children 's moving from home) is complete.
Even this is a truncated view since the shared history of parents and children
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reaches back to the birth of the child , and beyond launching into their shared
future .

Statement of the Problem

Past research has, for the most part, offered an unbalanced view of the
child-parent relationship . This imbalance has served as both the cause and the
effect of assumptions regarding the influencing factor in the child-parent
relationship. Child-parent relationships are usually approached from the
perspective of parents influencing the development of children (Amber!, 1992;
Peters, 1985). The primary social context for the child is the family, with parents
serving as primary socialization agents (Brody, 1994; Julian, McKenry, &
McKelvey, 1991 ; LaSorsa & Fodor, 1990; Maccoby, 1992). This idea serves as
the basis for two trends in research . One is the need to look at a basic unit of
dyadic interaction (Bell & Harper, 1977a; Maccoby, 1992) rather than an
individual developing in a vacuum . The second trend is toward research viewing
the parent as socializing the child (Brody, 1994; Julian et al., 1991 ; LaSorsa &
Fodor, 1990; Maccoby, 1992).
The parent-to-ch ild influence model is based on the underlying
assumptions that human development is more malleable in childhood than in
adulthood (Maccoby, 1992) and that children are less influential participants in
interactions with parents. This asymmetry of the child-parent relationship does
not result from unidirectional effects but from the intentionality of parental
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behavior (Bell & Harper, 1977b) . The younger children are, the less likely they
are to be conscious of specific goals when trying to exert influence in
interactions. And yet, even with asymmetry, as many as 50% of the interactions
between parents and children are initiated by children (Ambert, 1992; Bell &
Harper, 1977a).
These trends have resulted in two problems in research . First, implying
causation from correlational studies based on the assumption of greater
influence of parents is a theoretical and methodological problem . Second,
understating the contributions that children make to the child-parent relationship
results in failing to consider a very salient factor contributing to parent
development.

Rationale for Research

At best, the traditional assumptions of child-parent influence are one-sided
(Ambert, 1992), neglecting the development of parents. Parents, as all adults,
continue to change across the lifespan (Hetherington & Baltes, 1988; Lerner &
Spanier, 1978) and are influenced by factors in their environment, one of the
most salient of which are children (Ambert, 1992). Thus it is "reasonable to
assume that socialization within the child-parent context is best described as a
dual process, reciprocal influence model . . . " (Brody, 1994, p. 359). This is
particularly true when children are adolescents and young adults because they
have a longstanding relationship with parents; are still an integral part of the
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family; and behave with intentions toward their parents, all characteristics that
co uld enhance bidirectional influence (Peters , 1985).
Conceptually, the reciprocal nature of the child-parent relationsh ip is
gaining increasing recognition (Amber!, 1992; Bell & Harper, 1977a; Brody,
1994). However, research from this perspective appears to be limited (Amber!,
1992; Bell & Harper, 1977c; Brody, 1994). In order to fully assess the nature of
this relationship from the perspective of development and dyadic interaction, it is
essential to study it across time. This necessitates the use of longitudinal data.
This study does not examine a new area of family relationships and
human development. It does, however, view the relationsh ip from a perspective
that, although addressed conceptually, has received little attention in empirical
research. This study attempts to empirically examine the effects of children on
parents. This is an area that has been relatively neglected , specifically the
effects of children's characteristics and launching on parents' psychological wellbeing. The research has the benefit of using a longitudinal data set. The use of
two waves of data collected five years apart allows the measurement of stability
of well-being over time. It also makes it possible to note lasting associations
between parents' perceptions of children's adjustment and the quality of the
child-parent relationship . It is hoped that this research will contribute to the
information about human development across the lifespan and about the
relationship between parents and children. In a more applied sense, the
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purpose of this study is to offer adults information about what can be expected
as their last child leaves home.

Theoretical Perspectives for Understanding the Relationship
of Children and Parents

Th ree primary perspectives that are used to understand the influence of
children on parents are Erikson 's (1963) eight stages of psychosocial
development and the perspectives of life-span develop mentalists including
Hetherington and Baltes (1988), and role theory based on symbolic
interaction ism . The choice of these perspectives is based primarily on their
recogn ition of development as a life-long process and of the effects of others on
the individual's development. Erikson's psychosocial development vis-a-vis the
concepts of generativity and identity development served as the germinal seed
for this research . Life-span perspective and role theory provided the foundation
for the empirical model.

Erikson 's Theorv of Psychosocial
Development
Erikson's fifth stage of development focuses on an individual's developing
sense of identity (Erikson, 1963). Although Erikson designates this as a
developmental stage in adolescence, lengthened dependence on parents due to
educational, emotional, or financial circumstances has extended the ages
encompassed by this stage (LaSorsa & Fodor, 1990). Thus , some ch ildren in
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early adulthood are likely

to

be involved in identity development. This process of

exploring and subsequently discovering a sense of self involves. in part,
examining how one is different from and similar to significant others (including
parents).
Erikson 's seventh stage of development focuses on the concept of
generativity, which involves an individual's desire during middle adulthood to
pass on to subsequent generations knowledge gained through life. This need to
teach and to share is so strong that Erikson identified it as the principal
developmental task in midlife (Erikson, 1963). During the process of launching ,
parents begin to relinquish the ability to pass on knowledge and experience to
their children on a day-to-day basis.

The Life-Span Perspective of
Development
The life-span perspective of development suggests two basic propositions
that relate to this research . The first is that development is a life-long process
and that both parents and children are changing and developing as they grow
older (Bengston & Troll, 1978; Hetherington & Baltes, 1988; Julian et al., 1991).
As such , parents are also susceptible to influencing factors such as children and
their relationship with them. Gerson, Berman, and Morris (1991) noted that while
the manner in which individuals evolve during adulthood is poorly understood,
even the most ardent of child developmentalists, if they acknowledge the lifespan perspective, will begin to see parents as changing influences rather than
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constant factors in a child 's development. Such recogn ition indicates the need to
examine the parental environment (e.g. , development and well-being) in which
the child is embedded (Hetherington & Baltes , 1988).
The second proposition suggests that individuals live (and develop) in a
multilevel context with both the individual and the context influencing
development with individual differences coming from multiple factors including
temperament, age, and gender. Children, as an integral part of the context in
which parents develop, can be expected to have an active influence on their
parents (Hetherington & Baltes, 1988; LaSorsa, & Fodor, 1990; Peters, 1985).
Adulthood is a time of change with a series of transitions from one life situation to
another. Each of these transitions requires specific tasks involving new behavior
and attitudes and reorganization of an individual's personality (Cunningham &
Antill, 1984; Dannefer, 1984). The "end" of daily parenting , or the empty nest
stage, is seen as one of these transitions (Gerson et al. , 1991) that requires an
adjustment in parental behavior and attitudes.

Role Theorv
A third theoretical perspective related to the research is role theory, based
on symbolic interaction ism (White & Edwards, 1990). Role theory suggests that
individuals derive their essential meaning and sense of well-being from the roles
they play. This implies that multiple roles better serve individuals than single,
exclusionary roles . More relevant to this research , it suggests that if children 's
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leaving home is perceived as a major loss, it may cause difficulties in parents'
adjustments and well-being (White & Edwards , 1990).
Thus far the theoretical concepts introduced address the individual's
developmental process. However, in order to fully encompass the effect of
children on parents, it is essential to examine their interactions. Dix (1993) noted
that when we examine why attributions are made in ongoing relationships, it is
evident that an important element is the interactive process. In a general sense,
the child-parent relationship is one of reciprocity, synchrony and
interdependence (Wahler, 1990). Parents have goals and concerns that can
only be achieved through the actions and behaviors of their children (Miller,
1992). The ability of parents to influence their children is affected by the stress
of parenting , experiences with children, and children's temperaments (Dix,
1993). Bell (1979) stated it succinctly when he said:
The basic principle underlying reciprocal influences in development
arising from parent-offspring interaction is that of a moving bidirectional
system in which the responses of each participant serve not only as the
stimuli for the other, but also change as a result of the same stimulus
exchanges, leading to the possibility of altered response on the part of the
other. ( p. 821)

Definitions

The major constructs that will be used in this study can be defined as
follows.
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Launching
Traditionally, the launching process begins with the fi rst child 's departure
and is complete when the last child has left home. In a more general sense,
launching is the transition from parents' involvement with children living at home
to children living away from home and no longer requ iring daily active parenting .

Parent Psychological Well-Being
Parent psychological well-being can be viewed as a continuum , but for
this study it is conceptualized as being two dimensional. Ryff (1989) found that
positive and negative affect are independent of one another. For this reason ,
they will be considered as separate concepts. Negative well-being , which is the
focus of more research (Ryff, 1989), will be conceptualized via parents' reports
of symptoms of depression . Depression is not the only indication of negative
psychological well-being , but it is the most common form of emotional distress
and is experienced by many individuals at some time in their lives (Ross,
Mirowsky, & Huber, 1983) .
The concept of positive well-being is based on feelings that are
associated with behavior, which is a reflection of meeting one's true potential
(Ryff, 1989). The rearing of a child can serve as a source of self-fulfillment if
seen as a task in which parents are meeting their greatest potential in the
parenting role. At the same time, the completion of that task (i.e., launching) can
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free parents to focus energy and resources (previously expended on parenting)
on meeting other individual potentials.

Child Adjustment
The construct that reflects adolescent adjustment taps parents'
perceptions of the ability of a child to deal with such daily tasks as relating to
others, getting along well with others, keeping one's temper, and so forth . This
general concept has also been divided into positive and negative adjustment in
much the same way as parent psychological well-being . Children manifest both
positive and negative elements of adjustment. The effects of children on parents
can also be both positive (by way of contributing to the meaning of parents' lives)
and negative (by way of serving as sources of constraints and obligations on the
parents' resources -time, energy, money) (Umberson & Gove, 1989).

Child-Parent Relationship
The child-parent relationship is a qualitative evaluation by the parents of
the overall relationship with their children. A salient reflection of such an
evaluation is the parents' assessments of the number of difficult times
experienced with a child .

Gender Differences
Parents' gender also warrants consideration in this research . From a
theoretical point of view, the life-span perspective notes the necessity of

11
considering the context in which development occurs (Hetherington & Baltes,
1988). Contributing to this context is the gender of the individual (Finken &
Amato, 1993). Role theory proposes that individuals gain meaning from the
roles they fulfill . Since the roles of adults differ by gender (Gilligan , 1987), the
meaning derived from parenting should also differ by gender.

Objectives and Research Questions

It is anticipated that the proposed research will meet the overall objective
of viewing the child-parent relationship from a different perspective than
traditional research, and of exploring the influence of children on parents in order
to contribute to a more balanced view of the relationship.
Three research questions serve as the focus for this study: (1) Will
launching of children be associated with the psychological well-being of parents?
(2) Are parents' perceptions of their children's adjustment and of the quality of
their child-parent relationship related to well-being and to the launching process?
(3) Since parents are in a unique position in their own developmental process,
will the relationship of launching to parental well-being be mediated by other
parent variables such as age and marital and employment status?
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

There is an abundance of theory and research demonstrating that the
parent-child relationship is one of the most meaningful dyadic relationships in
human life. The importance of this relationship lies in its influence on the
interactions between family members and on the development of each individual
family member.
Child-parent relationships are usually approached from the perspective of
parental influences on the development of children (Ambert, 1992; Peters, 1985).
Human development is more malleable in childhood than adulthood (Maccoby,
1992), so that children are more in need of, and open to, socialization than their
parents. During the late twentieth century, the idea of child development being
influenced by socialization was refined to suggest that children develop in social
contexts and, therefore, it is necessary to look at basic units of dyadic interaction
such as the child-parent unit (Bell, 1979; Maccoby, 1992). It has also been
suggested that children are less influential participants in their interactions with
parents and the direction of influence is imbalanced in favor of parents. A
foundation for the premise of an imbalance in the parent-child relationship is that
parents are traditionally viewed as enforcers of norms, making allowances for
disruptions that a child might make to the family provided these disruptions are
within limits. The child is seen as the challenger of norms based on a lower
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degree of social soph istication (Peters , 1985). Parents, by virtue of having more
social experience, are seen as experts in social interaction . However, parents,
as all adults , continue to change across the lifespan (Hauser, Powers, & Noam ,
1991 ; Hetherington & Baltes, 1988; Julian et al. , 1991 ; Lerner & Spanier, 1978)
and are influenced by factors in their environment, one of the most salient of
wh ich is the ir children .
In addition to the unidirectional focus of previous literature, the tendency
has also been to view the quality of the child -parent relationship as a dependent
variable (Julian et al. , 1991 ). Admittedly, the quality of the relationship is
influenced by numerous factors such as temperament of parent and child ,
number of parents and children in the home, and ages of parents and children .
But the quality of this relationship also serves as an influencing factor on
subsequent development and interactions (Bell, 1979).

Salience of the Child-Parent Relationsh ip

Much of the previous research about the child-parent relationship has
focused simply on adults with or without children, implying that the presence or
absence of children alone influences adult well-being (Umberson, 1989). Such
an approach implies that the influence of children is derived either from the role
of parent or from parenting serving as an additional "factor'' in the environment.
Thus very little weight is given to the effect of the child as an individual or of the
content of the relationship (Umberson, 1989).
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In the overall child-parent relationship, children contribute unique (not
less) behaviors to families (Bell, 1979; Hetherington & Baltes, 1988; LaSorsa &
Fodor, 1990; Maccoby, 1992; Peters, 1985). These behaviors are unique blends
of temperament, personality, intelligence, and developmental history in the
relationship. This context, in turn, has its own requirements for parent and
children (Worden , 1991). Both parents and children are evolving (Bengtson &
Troll, 1978; Hetherington & Baltes, 1988; Lerner & Spanier, 1978; Umberson,
1989). This perspective fits with models of development that have emerged over
the last two decades, emphasizing reciprocal causality in child-parent
relationships (Bell, 1979; Finken & Amato, 1993; Lerner & Spanier, 1978).
Although such models are widely accepted, much empirical research in the field
persists in implying parent-to-child causality from correlational data (Bell, 1979)
when it is not plausible to identify the "driver" in the child-parent interaction
(Lytton, 1990; Wahler, 1990).
A primary factor in child-parent relationships is parents' perceptions of
children. The way parents infer that children are intelligent, stubborn ,
aggressive, and so forth, influences how parents react to children, in turn
influencing subsequent reactions of children to parents (Dix, 1993; Fine,
Voydanoff, & Donnelly, 1994; Lytton, 1990). These inferences about children
are, at least in part, based on parents' objectives for the interactions (Dix, 1993).
These findings suggest that parents' perceptions, rather than the actual
behaviors or adjustment of children , influence parents' perspectives of the child-
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parent relationship (Fine et al., 1994). However, while observed relations
obtained from parent data may partially be a result of common method variance
(Fine et al. , 1994), previous research shows that parents' evaluations of their
children do agree with somewhat more objective evaluations such as teacher
assessments and standardized testing . This suggests that parents base their
interpretations on what they actually see in their children (Dix, 1993).
The preponderance of previous research emphasizes the influence of
parents on children's development. The focus of this study is on parents' wellbeing in relation to their children's presence and characteristics. In order to
maintain this focus on parents and to be able to compare the results of this study
with previous literature, the child-to-parent direction of effects will be the facet
from which the relationship will be viewed . Finken and Amato (1993) among
others (Hetherington & Baltes, 1988; Lerner & Spanier, 1978) noted that
causation in the child-parent relationship operates in both directions. They
suggested that this supports findings that parent psychological well-being
(operationalized in their work as stress) and child variables create a negative
cycle. The existence of reciprocal effects is not disputed in this research .
However, it seems advisable to examine child-to-parent relationships before
examining reciprocal effects. The exploration of reciprocal effects will be left for
subsequent research.
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Parent Development and Well-Being

As indicated earlier, parents are not simple environmental factors
influencing their children 's development. They are also actively developing as
individuals. Erikson's (1963) theory of psychosocial development suggests that
adults (parents) need to pass on knowledge gained through their lifetime
(generativity). The tasks essential to this stage of development directly affect the
interplay between child and parent development.
Although parents do not manifest developmental change with the same
speed or intensity as children, they do develop through adulthood (Hauser et al.,
1991; Hetherington & Baltes, 1988; Lerner & Spanier, 1978). Identity,
self-image, and self-esteem are in a state of flux and reevaluation throughout the
lifespan (Peters, 1985). Some parents may find it hard to believe that they have
been socialized by their children, but they do recognize the importance of
parenting to their sense of self (Hauser et al., 1991; Peters, 1985). In
comparison to other relationships , the effect of the child-parent relationship on
parent well-being may be important because it is the most difficult to escape if it
is negative. Since altering this relationship is difficult, it has an unremitting
quality that lends itself to strong influence both positively and negatively
(Umberson, 1989).
The distinction between positive and negative effects may be a salient
issue. Attempts to link parenthood to adult well-being have yielded modest
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findings (Umberson & Gove, 1989). It may be possible that findings resulted
from considering too global a connection. The association between parenting
and well-being may hold both positive and negative elements. Umberson and
Gove (1989) suggested that positive effects seem to come from the sense of
purpose and meaning in life and negative effects from the constraints and
obligations intrinsic to parenting .
The midlife period in families and adult development is seen as a
normative event, but one that is particularly stressful. In part, this may be
because the family is changing rapidly (Julian et al. , 1991) with the child-parent
dynamics shifting as children gain greater autonomy and parents confront adult
changes in mid life. It is possible that some adult behaviors that are perceived as
parenting behaviors serve to mask a developmental process (Pierson & Whaley,
1990).

Gender Differences

Gender contributes an essential element to the context in which
development occurs (Finken & Amato, 1993). The contribution of parenting to
adult well-being also differs by gender (Bengtson & Troll, 1987; Hoffman &
Manis, 1979; Pierson & Whaley, 1990; Silverberg & Steinberg , 1987). This
difference is likely due to several factors. Men and women focus on different
roles in midlife (i.e., work/professional and parental) . It has been suggested that
there may be more pervasive, underlying gender differences in interpersonal
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relationships since women , in general, are more affiliative (Gilligan , 1982; Huyck,
1989; Turner & Turner, 1994). Finally, there are reported differences between
men and women in problem solving with men tending to be more focused on
solutions and women more focused on the feelings of those involved (Pierson &
Whaley, 1990).

Midlife Fathers
The meaning of fatherhood is an area that has been relatively neglected.
Thus, there is a lack of information about the meaning of parenthood to men
(Gerson et al. , 1991). Fathers in midlife begin to shift from a focus on career and
work to assessing their personal lives. In general, it appears that in this
assessment fathering can have an important psychological impact on men
(Deluccie & Davis, 1991; Esman, 1994). Pierson and Whaley (1990) noted that
men see a distinct separation between professional and family ambitions that
may result in conflict and wavering between the two.
Besides this duality of roles , men historically have seen themselves as
breadwinners or benefactors to their recipient children (Pierson & Whaley, 1990).
Fathers experience changes that influence their perceptions and appraisal of
themselves in the fathering role (Deluccie & Davis, 1991 ). The movement of
children from dependence to independence--both physically and
psychologically--pushes fathers to redefine their roles from caretakers to
facilitators . This process holds an intrinsic loss of a certain amount of power
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(Esman , 1994).
Some of the literature in this area addresses father-son dyads from a
reciprocal standpoint, with both father and son going through transitions that can
at times be juxtaposed (Calarusso & Nemiroff, 1994). The sons' normal
development, which includes exploration (Erikson, 1963) and rebellion ,
challenges the fathers' power at the very time when there are crises in adult
development. While sons are seeing themselves as invincible, fathers are
beginning to see their own limitations (Esman , 1994). It appears that because
men confront change on a more consistent basis across the lifespan than
women (perhaps due to the employment environment), they may be less
affected than women by the changes that occur with the leaving and greater
independence of children (Pierson & Whaley, 1990).
The literature suggests that fathers who are struggling with a sense of
lessened power and invincibility may experience a heightened awareness of this
struggle in the context of their children 's development. However, fathers are
more accustomed to dealing with fluctuations in power and control vis-a-vis life
changes and may see child transitions as a normal occurrence (Pierson &
Whaley, 1990).

Midlife Mothers
The preponderance of literature suggests that parenting is a more central
role to women than men , with women more affected by conflict in particular
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(Finken

& Amato, 1993). It is possible that during the process of sex role

convergence in mid life, fathers begin to invest more interest in father roles
(Julian eta/. , 1991). However, the attention to parenting as a significant source
of self-worth is still primarily seen in women while men tend to have more of their
identity invested in the work role (Finken & Amato , 1993).
The process of interaction between mothers and children (particularly
daughters) is based on the idea that both generations experience changes in
separation and self-definition. Both move beyond the safe haven of the family
wh ile exploring new dimensions of their lives (LaSorsa & Fodor, 1990).
Midlife mothers experience physical, psychological, and social changes
(LaSorsa & Fodor, 1990). They often change positions from parenting to career
(Pierson & Whaley, 1990). LaSorsa and Fodor (1990) noted that a primary task
for mid life mothers is to give up previous ways of mothering dependent children
and learn to mother emerging adults. Whether or not mothers work and
consequently have other sources of identity, they usually have given most of
their adult lives to bonding activities with their children . In mid life, they must
confront the need to loosen those bonds. Conversely, many mothers also find
that separation allows them a sense of freedom from parenting responsibilities
(LaSorsa & Fodor, 1990).
Much of the gender-specific literature about mother-child relationships
focuses on the process of holding on and letting go. Mothers and daughters find
themselves fluctuating between the two extremes. For daughters, mothers serve
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as controllers who provide a sense of security, but also hinder the daughters'
development of a sense of self. Daughters want independence but want
mothers to give them nurturance. Many stresses between mothers and children
are made worse by prolonged dependencies, emotional and financial , and a
prolonged period of self-definition (LaSorsa & Fodor, 1990).
Although most of the literature about child-parent relationships suggests
that reactions to parenting experiences are gender specific, there is a growing
body of research suggesting that the differences are not as great as previously
thought (Finken & Amato, 1993). Finken and Amato (1993) have said that this
might be due to increased sharing of parental roles and responsibilities ,
indicating a qualitative change in child-parent relationships . Since there may be
no apparent indication of whether the difference between findings is actually a
change, or is the result of different methodologies, coming to such a conclusion
seems premature. Despite the reasons for the difference in findings, they
warrant attention.
Mothers and fathers may not differ significantly on overall quality in their
perceptions of child-parent relational content. However, factors contributing to
that quality may differ by parent gender. The demands on mothers with children
at home seem greater than on fathers (Umberson, 1989). Consequently, men
seem to experience more rewards and fewer costs (Umberson & Gove, 1989)
while women report more fulfillment (Umberson , 1989). Yet, in spite of this
difference in balance between rewards and costs, the overall effect might be
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equivalent for mothers and fathers (Umberson , 1989). Since women tend to be
more relationship oriented in their identity (Gilligan , 1987; Pierson & Whaley,
1990), they may be more sympathetic to the identity struggles of their children
(Pierson & Whaley, 1990). Greater fulfillment and acceptance of the needs of
children may offset the greater demands on mothers, thus explaining the gender
difference in contributing factors , but lack of gender difference in overall
parent-ch ild relationship quality.

Launching and the Empty Nest

The period of the adult life cycle when children are grown and no longer
living at home is generally termed the empty nest, or less commonly, the postparental period . The process of grown children leaving is called launching
(Berger, 1994). Launching is a time of individual development for parents and
children (Goldsheider & Goldsheider, 1989) and of developing mutual caring and
interdependence between parent and ch ild (Huych, 1989). Attitudes of parents
during this time reflect parental developmental status. Parental attitudes also
depend on parents' perceiving themselves and their children as on the right
developmental track (Aquilino, 1991 ; Huych , 1989). The empty nest period in
adulthood is new to the 20th century due to increased life expectancy and
children leaving home at an earlier age (Raup & Myers, 1989) in spite of
children 's prolonged financial and emotional dependence (LaSorsa & Fodor,
1990; Lewis & Duncan , 1991).

23
Distinction should be made between empty nest "syndrome" and
"experience." As the term "syndrome" connotes, this period has been portrayed
as having major role losses and concerns over the welfare of oneself and one's
children. In spite of the popularity of the term syndrome, empirical evidence
shows greater support for the empty nest "experience" in which there is a
balance between enjoying a new freedom and feelings of guilt (if preceded by
poor child-parent relationship) or loss (Raup & Myers, 1989). Nevertheless,
these feelings of guilt are free from a "syndrome" element (Adelmann, Antonucci ,
Crehan, & Coleman, 1989).
This perspective suggests an association between the earlier child-parent
relationship , the launching process, and the empty nest experience. It is not
parenthood nor its intrinsic stages, but parenting in different contexts that affects
parental well-being (Umberson & Gove, 1989). Parenthood is both intense and
prolonged . The attachment between children and parents usually changes
during the life course. The attachment that parents feel toward children involves
a strong sense of responsibility, and launching involves releasing this attachment
bond when children no longer must have their needs met by parents (Cooper &
Gutmann, 1987). This release is event-related rather than age-related for both
parent and child (Cooper & Gutman , 1987). Parents do not begin to lessen their
attachment because they are 50 rather than 30. They do so because their
children are leaving home.
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At this point in the child-parent relationship there needs to be a transition
from attachment to a more mutual relationship (Cooper & Gutman, 1987). With
launching , each generation enters a new and more separate developmental
stage considered normative by both partners (Black & Hill, 1984). Results from
past research (White & Edwards, 1990) indicate that assessment of the effects of
the empty nest experience requires the leaving of all children rather than parents
simply being in the process of launching. When launching of any child rather
than the last child is used , the effects of emptying the nest can be
underestimated (White & Edwards, 1990).
Investigations about launching and the empty nest for mothers versus
fathers have followed a similar pattern to the association of child-parent
relationships and parental development, with evidence supporting claims for as
well as against gender specificity. Cooper and Gutman (1987) agreed that sex
roles and distinctions are not only present, but are basic requirements in
parenting.
Women still tend to be the primary care givers to children . Therefore,
motherhood continues to be a major identity component (Cooper & Gutmann ,
1987) despite work outside the home (Black & Hill, 1984). In spite of (or perhaps
because of) higher investment in parenting , the empty nest experience is
conducive to the well-being and higher positive affect for women (Umberson &
Gove, 1989). It may be that by investing more, mothers also sacrifice more and
consequently feel a greater sense of well-being when children leave.
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Fathers, on the other hand, report moderate to little disturbance with
children leaving home (Lewis & Duncan, 1991). However, these find ings were
not limited to the launching of the last child. Lewis and Duncan (1991) predicted
that focusing on the last child may have made fathers' reactions more similar to
mothers. This does not negate the possibility that while overall effects may be
similar, contributing factors may be different. DeLuccie and Davis (1991)
suggested that future investigations of the synchronous development of fathers
and children would profit from longitudinal and sequential research on the same
individuals. This approach would be equally beneficial for research involving
both genders since recent findings have failed to explain stronger relations
between mothers and the empty nest experience (Fine et al., 1994).
Factors existing in the past are also believed to contribute to launching
and the empty nest experience. Lytton (1990) noted that the outcome of the
child is determined by reciprocal and cumulative influences. It is equally
plausible that the outcome of the parent is determined by reciprocal and
cumulative influences.
Conflict between career and family responsibilities is a concern of many
younger women . It is possible that this conflict might subsequently enhance
mental health in later years by allowing women to have more than one source of
identity (Powell, 1977).
When chi ldren leave home, the decision about independent living affects
both parents and children . This decision reflects the relationship between the

26
generations, suggesting that launching alone is a quality assessment of the
child-parent relationship (Black & Hill, 1984). With normative launching , adults
can think of themselves as having been successful as parents. At this point the
child-parent relationship may take on new meaning (Umberson & Gove, 1989)
with even more of a reciprocal quality.
The roles that adults fulfill also play a part in the empty nest experience.
The way individuals behave and therefore develop is organized by their roles
and positions in social structures. Roles can also serve to constrain access to
developmental opportunities (Dannefer, 1984). This idea of the constraint of
roles may explain the increase in well-being that accompanies the empty nest
experience. As the parenting role becomes less active and demanding, parents
may feel a sense of liberation .
At the interpersonal level, individuals are defined by others with whom
they interact (Dannefer, 1984). In this context, role change perspective suggests
that any change in the interactions will have a negative influence on well-being
(White & Edwards, 1990) and that, whatever the quality of the child-parent
relationship , the loss of the active parental role (vis-a-vis launching) would be
detrimental. However, Umberson and Gove (1989) found well-being of parents
with adult children living separately differed in a positive direction from parents
with children still at home.
The concepts of role stress suggest that the effect of role changes
depends on how much stress is associated with the role . This implies that if
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parenting was stressful , children leaving home will lead to improved well-being.
Such an implication fits with more contemporary ideas about parenting being
stressful rather than the empty nest experience being a syndrome (White &
Edwards, 1990).
The timing of launching has been found to contribute to parents'
evaluations of the transition . Although leaving home is generally a mutual
decision , children are more likely than parents to expect to live independently
(Black & Hill, 1984). When young adults are launched by parents who perceive
them as equipped to live independently, launching is considered appropriate and
on time .
The costs of parenting are most obvious when parents and children live
together and when children are less than age 18. Demands on time and
emotional and physical energies affect parents' well-being (Umberson & Gove,
1989). Launching teens produces a greater and more immediate effect (White &
Edwards, 1990) perhaps because parents are more concerned about teens'
ability to be independent, or because of the context under which the teens left
home.
Persistent underemployment, low starting salaries, the increased cost of
housing , high divorce rates, and high rates of nonmarital childbearing have
increased the amount and duration of parental support needed by young adults
beyond the traditional period of adolescence (Amato, Rezac, & Booth , 1995).
Although the rewards of parenthood clearly outweigh the costs relatively late in
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the family life course , the well-being of parents living with adult children and with
younger children is lower than those whose adult children are living apart
(Umberson & Gove, 1989). Raup and Myers (1989) have noted in viewing the
empty nest experience that correlates include importance of meaningful work
(alternative roles), circumstances surrounding departure, and major distress
when children 's departure was off-time .

Mediating Variables

Bell (1979) noted that a criticism of psychology (or other social sciences)
is that descriptives are skipped (or reduced) in favor of advancing directly to
hypothesis testing . The problem with this is that the importance of descriptive
variables is downplayed . By virtue of selecting certain variables , a hypothetical
model of correlation is being tested .
Previous research about launching and empty nest experience has
included the use of many control variables. The variables include parent age
(Black & Hill , 1984; Dannefer, 1984; Fine et al., 1994; Pierson & Whaley , 1990;
Umberson, 1989; Umberson & Gove, 1989), parent employment (Adelmann et
al. , 1989; Black & Hill, 1984; Finken & Amato , 1993; Pierson & Whaley, 1990;
Umberson, 1989; White & Edwards, 1990), marital status (Black & Hill, 1984;
Fine et al. , 1994; Umberson , 1989), and gender and age of a child (Deluccie &
Davis, 1991 ; Fine et al. , 1994; Finken & Amato, 1993).
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Age of parents contributes to their parenting and launching experiences
(Black & Hill, 1984; Dannefer, 1984; Fine et al. , 1994; Pierson & Whaley, 1990;
Umberson , 1989; Umberson & Gave, 1989). Umberson (1989) reported that the
influence of parenting on well-being diminishes as parents age. As such , the
age of parents may be a much better predictor of relationship quality than age of
youngest children . Adelmann and associates (1989) found that parents' age
served as a confounding variable in their research on empty nest and therefore
used it as a control variable .
Employment affords parents an alternative sense of identity and stress or
satisfaction . Adelmann and associates (1989) reported that the consequences
of empty nests depend on historical cohorts (vis-a-vis age) (Dannefer, 1984) and
employment status. The degree of involvement in work may be a more
important dimension than the actual number of hours worked (Black & Hill,
1984).
Employment may be more salient for women . It serves as a buffer or
protection from depression in women since it offers another role from which to
derive positive reinforcement (Umberson , 1989) and a greater sense of wellbeing (Adelmann et al., 1989).
Marital status has been found to explain a portion of variance in analyses
of child-parent relationships (Fine et al., 1994), and may reflect the ability to
share parenting stress with another adult. Marital status influences content
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quality in child-parent relationships , but subsequent parental well-being is equally
affected across marital status (Umberson, 1989).
In considering the child-parent relationship across the lifespan, age of the
child is the most consistent and reliable contributor to frequency of involvement
of fathers as compared with mothers, to greater parental satisfaction , and to
lower frequency of involvement (Deluccie & Davis, 1991 ). Finken and Amato
(1993) suggested that future longitudinal studies that separate ages of children
may provide more information than those that do not consider age as a
mediating factor.
When considering factors related to the effects of launching, Adelmann et
al. (1989) found more significance in interaction effects than direct effects. In
fact, Black and Hill (1984) reported little of the variance in parent well-being was
accounted for by variables such as employment status, age, and educational
level. Thus, while certain factors may not directly help predict the effects of
launching, these findings suggest that certain variables need to be considered as
mediating variables .
The process of launching is not a simple task, completed when children
leave home. Child-parent relationships normally continue after launching , with
the effects of the relationship continuing even if no contact remains. Parents
remain parents even after children leave home, even if there is a difference
between daily responsibility for children and being relatively free of responsibility
(Cooper & Gutmann, 1987). Although empirical findings about emptying the nest
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are sketchy, the most positive effects seem to occur immediately after children
leave home (White & Edwards , 1990). White and Edwards (1990) noted that,
beyond scant empirical findings , there also may be a small effect in the findings .
They suggest that this might be due to children continuing to be an important
part of parents' lives even after they leave home. Umberson and Gave (1989),
as well, found this continuing importance, particularly for mothers.

Adolescent Development and Adjustment as Part
of the History of the Child-Parent Relationship

Child-parent relationships arise from previous encounters and from
inherited factors (Bell, 1979) that are contributed by both parents and children.
The psychosocial developmental needs (Erikson, 1963) and adjustments of both
children and parents also contribute to the relationship.
Parents' perceptions of child adjustment have been assessed by Fine and
associates (1994) as a dependent variable with child-parent relationship quality
as the independent variable. This research shows an association in crosssectional data between parents' perceptions of child adjustment, and childparent relationships , parental depression, marital status, and child age and
gender. Specifically, they found that parental depression and marital satisfaction
were associated with parental perceptions of child well-being. They also noted
that the strength of the associations was small but the different sets of variables
accounted for unique variance in the perceived quality of the child-parent
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relationship . The study used separate models for mothers and fathers although
the relationships did not prove stronger for mothers than for fathers. Earlier
child-parent relationships may also be associated with the launching process.
Parents' perceptions of their children 's adjustment and perceptions of the quality
of the earlier child-parent relationship may contribute to their attitudes about
launching.

Interplay Between Parent Development, Launching,
and Adolescent Adjustment

Umberson (1989) stated that the child-parent relationship is one of life's
strongest social ties and has important implications for parental adjustment. The
overall relationship is strongly and consistently related to parental well-being
(Umberson , 1989). The child-parent relationship has a fluid quality that requires
an openness between individuals and an investment by parents in the
adjustment of their children. Difficulties children experience that parents
perceive to be within either their control or their children 's control (such as
adjustment and leaving home) cause greater disruption to parents' well-being
(Amber!, 1992).
As the parameters (such as launching) of a family unit change, patterns of
coordination also change. During this process, there are gains and losses
(Thelen, 1992). The quality of the child-parent relationship may be especially
relevant to parent psychological well-being today. As many instrumental
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functions of the family have diminished, the psychological functions may be more
important. This means that parents may expect to receive internal satisfaction
from their children (Umberson, 1989).

Synthesis of Literature

Research about the influence of children on parent psychological
well-being during launching taps a spectrum of related topics. Previous
literature, even that focusing on child development, acknowledges that human
development continues across the lifespan . Both children and parents are seen
as growing and changing, but in different ways. During the lifespan period most
relevant to this research, the primary developmental task of children is their
gaining a sense of identity and independence while the primary focus of parents
is initially generativity and later role redefinition away from active parenting . As a
dyad, parents and children begin to redefine their relationships by changing
attachment bonds and altering the balance of dependence and influence.
A common premise of most literature in this area is that the child-parent
relationship is one of primary importance. Research seems to indicate that the
salience of the child-parent relationship is its level of intimacy, which is much
deeper than most social relationships . In addition to this closeness, parents and
children have shared a lifetime, thereby giving the relationship a history and a
future.
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Much of the literature reviewed supports the idea that the shared history
and level of intimacy characteristic of the child-parent relationship influence the
individual development of children and parents, and the development of the
dyadic relationship. Although most of the more traditional literature has focused
on the effect of parents on children, the trend has slowly shifted to seeing the
reciprocal nature of the child-parent relationship and, even more recently, to
recognizing effects of children on parents.
Research examining the child-parent relationship at the time of emptying
the nest has attempted to demonstrate increased psychological well-being of
parents when children leave home. It appears, however, that this increase in
well-being depends on more specific details of the child-parent relationship such
as prior quality of the child-parent relationship and frequency of contact after
emptying the nest (White & Edwards, 1990).

A Proposed Model

Figure 1 illustrates the theoretical model for this research . The model
reflects two time frames: Time 1 when children were adolescents and living at
home, and Time 2 when children were young adults and on time for launching .
Child adjustment is expected to be correlated with launching, and perceptions of
child adjustment are also expected to be correlated with the child-parent
relationship .

Time 1
Child

A~~

Time 2
Parent
Depression

) Eg

Parent-child
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Figure 1. Theoretical model of variables associated with parent well-being in mid life.
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It is anticipated that parents' perceptions of child adjustment and the childparent relationship contribute to launching . Launching should be almost
exclusively tied to child adjustment and child-parent relationship variables, since
launching is unique to the parenting role. Launching (i.e., departure of the last
child from home) is only one of a number of transitions that parents make in
midlife.

Hypotheses

Based on the theories and perspectives presented earlier, specific
hypotheses are proposed below. As mentioned earlier, Erikson's psychosocial
development theory served as a seminal basis from which the research
questions evolved . However, the concepts of generativity and identity
development could not be operationalized within the context of this research.
For this reason, Erikson's concepts were not associated with specific
hypotheses. Life-span perspective suggests that individuals live within unique
contexts which are products of the environment and the individual. One of the
individual contributing factors is gender. Role theory suggests that roles serve
as essential components in developing a sense of meaning and self. Gilligan
(1987) proposed that the foundation for many of these roles is gender. Based on
these concepts, Hypothesis 1 proposes:
1. Mothers and fathers will differ in their perceptions of positive and
negative child adjustment, in their levels of depression and self-satisfaction, and
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in the relationship between launching and parental well-being .
The life-span perspective also addresses the concept of transitions from
one life situation to another. Included in role theory is the concept of role gains
and losses of roles . Since launching can be perceived as a transition in which
roles change and parents lose the daily parenting role , Hypotheses 2 and 3
propose:
2. Launching the last child will be associated with changes in parent
depression.
3. Launching the last child will be associated with changes in parent selfsatisfaction .
Life-span perspective suggests that the context and timing in which
events occur is of paramount importance to an individual. The departure of
children earlier or later than expected, that is, "off time, " may be associated with
parental well-being . Thus, Hypotheses 4 and 5 propose:
4. The effects of launching on parent depression will be associated with
the timing of launching.
5. The effects of launching on parent self-satisfaction will be associated
with the timing of launching.
If the amount of contact between parents and children remains high after
launching , role theory would suggest that parents' sense of having abdicated the
parental role may be diminished . Essentially, parents continue to parent with
regular contact. Hypotheses 6 and 7 propose:

38
6. The effects of launching on parent depression will be associated with
continued contact between parents and children after launching .
7. The effects of launching on parent self-satisfaction will be associated
with continued contact between parents and children after launching .
Based on the ideas of life-span perspective, parents' perceptions of their
children 's behaviors and of their relationship with their children serve as part of
the contextual influence that ch ildren have on their parents. Therefore,
Hypotheses 8, 9, and 10 propose:
8. Parents' perceptions of prior positive child adjustment will be
associated with launching .
9. Parents' perceptions of prior negative child adjustment will be
associated with launching .
10. Parents' perceptions of the prior child-parent relationship will be
associated with the launching process.
Role theory suggests that an individual's sense of self and well-being
derive from roles . Since marital and employment status involve alternative roles
for parents, they serve as mediating factors in the relation between launching
and parental well-being . Parents' age serves to place them within particular
historical and cohort contexts. Thus, role theory and life-span perspective serve
as foundations for Hypotheses 11 and 12:
11 . The effects of launching on parents' depression will be mediated by
parents' age, marital status, employment status, and prior depression.
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12. The effects of launching on parents' self-satisfaction will be mediated
by parents' age, marital status, employment status, and prior self-satisfaction .
Although none of the specific theories directly supports the possible
differences in association by child gender, each of the theories acknowledges
possible gender differences. Hypotheses 13 and 14 are, therefore:
13. The effects of launching on parents' depression will be mediated by
child gender.
14. The effects of launching on parents' self-satisfaction will be mediated
by child gender.
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CHAPTER 3
METHOD

Design

The overall goal of this study was to examine parents' psychological
well-being in midlife when their children are being launched . More specifically,
this research was intended to examine how child adjustment and the quality of
the parent-adolescent relationship were related to launching of children and how
launching related to parent psychological well-being. The availability of two
waves of data in the National Survey of Families and Households made a
longitudinal design possible.

Description of the National Survey
of Families and Households

The National Survey of Families and Households (NSFH) is a national
probability data set designed for research on a wide range of family and
economic issues (Bumpass, Sweet, & Call, 1988). The NSFH included
interviews (and self-administered questionnaires) administered to primary
respondents aged 19 and over. The sample design included a main sample of
9,643 men and women. A double sampling of smaller populations of particular
interest included minorities and households of single-parent families, step
families , recently married couples, and cohabiting couples, resulting in a total of
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13,017 primary respondents . A separate, self-administered questionnaire was
completed by partners of the primary respondents . The first wave (Wave 1) of
data was collected in 1987-88 and a longitudinal follow-up (Wave 2) was begun
5 years later in 1992-94.
The NSFH2 sample of primary respondents consisted of 10,008
completed interviews and questionnaires. This provided an attrition rate of
approximately 23% . The reasons for attrition varied but were primarily due to
death , illness , refusal , and inability to trace. In addition to the NSFH2 interviews
with surviving members of the original primary respondent sample, interviews of
current spouses or partners, and original spouses or partners; telephone
interviews with focal children who were 13-18 at Wave 1 (18-23 at Wave 2) ;
shorter telephone interviews with focal children who were 5-12 at Wave 1 (10-17
at Wave 2); short proxy interviews with surviving spouses or other relatives if the
original respondent was deceased or too ill to be interviewed ; and telephone
interviews with randomly chosen parents of primary respondents were included .

Sample

The subsample selected for this study included primary respondent
parents who had one or more adolescent children aged 13-18 at Wave 1. For
purposes of this analysis, these children had to have been designated as the
focal child for the study and were the youngest children in the family. This
subgroup of families was chosen since there was a specific, identifiable ch ild-
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parent relationship that could be examined. The child-parent data were obtained
from only one parent per family (Thomson, Malanahan, & Cortin , 1992). The
selection of this subsample of families was based on several criteria. The
children selected were aged 13 to 18 in Wave 1 because many of them would be
launched by Wave 2. Focal children were selected because specific questions
regarding that child were asked in the surveys but were not asked about other
children. Finally, only focal children who were the last to leave home were
selected so there would be a clear distinction between parents who had
completed the launching stage at Wave 2 and those who still had children at
home. The Wave 1 subsample of families meeting these criteria consisted of
69% females and 31% males. The disproportionately higher percentage of
females is probably due to the oversampling of single parent families , the
majority of whom were headed by women.
The sample meeting the above criteria and remaining at Wave 2
consisted of 1,253 primary respondent parents. This final longitudinal analysis
sample represents an attrition rate of 34% . Reasons for attrition ranged from
death of primary respondent to inability to trace. The analysis subsample of
parent subjects (28.8% males; 71.2% females) (see Table 1) ranged in age from
33 to 75 years, with the majority (92.7%) between the ages of 36 and 59. The
mean ages were 50 years for fathers and 47 years for mothers.
Although more than 64% of the subjects were married, more fathers (82.5%)
than mothers (54.4%) were married while more mothers (34 .0%) than fathers
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Table 1
Demogr;;!phiQ CharacterisliQ:;; Qf Parent:;;

Age:
<35

Total

Fathers

N = 1253

N= 361

n

%

n

%

Mothers
N= 892

%

n

1.0

13

6

3

1.1

10

36-40

11.0

138

6.9

25

12.7

113

41-45

29.4

363

21 .9

78

32.4

285

46-50

28.0

350

29.1

105

27 .6

245

51-55

18.0

226

21 .3

78

16.6

148

56>

12.7

163

20.2

73

9.6

90

X= 48.44
Marital Status

%

n

X= 50.68

%

n

X= 47.62

%

n

married

64.4

807

82 .5

298

54.4

507

separated/divorced

27.6

345

13.5

48

34.0

297

14

7.1

63

15.0

134

widowed

4.2

53

3.9

never married

3.8

48

0.0

Employment

%

n

%

n

%

n

not working

23.2

291

15.6

56

26.3

235

working

76.8

962

84.4

305

73.7

657

%

n

%

n

%

n

none launched

28.1

352

30.7

111

27.1

241

transition

33 .3

417

27.4

99

35.6

318

all launched

38 .6

484

41 .7

151

37.4

333

%

n

%

n

Launch 3

Focal Child

%

n

has not left

47 .1

590

72.6

202

53.0

388

last to leave

52.9

663

27.4

97

47 .0

566
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(13.5%) were separated or divorced and widowed (7.1% mothers; 3.9% fathers) .
The majority of both genders were employed (76.8%) , but more fathers (84.4%)
than mothers (73.7%) were working .
The launching status of parents was relatively evenly distributed. Families
with all children still at home comprised 28.1% of the sample. Those with all
children launched made up 38.6% of the sample. Those families in transition
(some children living at home and some having left) comprised 33.3% of the
sample.

Measures

Child adjustment, child-parent relationship, and parent depression and
self-satisfaction variables were taken from Wave 1 data. Demographic, control,
launching, and parent depression and self-satisfaction variables were taken from
Wave 2. A possible disadvantage to the variables available from the NSFH data
was that all items for addressing child adjustment are based on the parents'
perceptions. Fine et al. (1994) suggested that a potential methodological
problem in exclusively using parent perceptions was that relations might be the
result of common method variance. The use of such reporting was viewed as
most appropriate in the present study, however, because the focus of analysis
was on parent outcome variables. Launching parents' perceptions and attitudes
about their children 's adjustment, and the quality of their relationship , were of
primary importance in assessing the relationships of these variables with
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parents' own psychological well-being. Children 's perceptions of these factors
would be more important to the children 's psychological well-being .

Launching
Launching was a key variable in this study and was defined as the
process of young adult children leaving home. Therefore, it was necessary to
determine the method of operationalization that best captured the process.
Launching begins with the departure of the first child. Measurement was based
on two dichotomous variables: (1) the last child having left home for longer than
3 months and (2) not having returned for longer than 3 months. Having left
home for longer than 3 months and not returning for the same amount of time
were indicative of relative permanence of launching.
The empty nest is reached when all children have left home. For
purposes of this study, launching was operationalized into three categories:
(1) Not launched--families with all children living at home at Wave 1 and all still
living at home at Wave 2; (2) Transition--families with some children launched
but others still at home or families in which a child(ren) left and returned
(revolving); (3) All launched/empty nest--families with all children having left
home.
When examining the differences between groups of famil ies in the
launching process, this three-group categorization was used initially in an effort
to explore whether other variable associations with launching were based on the
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process beginning (as is the case in family stages such as the first child
beginning school) rather than being completed . This would have been reflected
in a difference between groups 1 and 2 and 1 and 3 but would not be seen
between 2 and 3. If the differences were noted only after all children had
departed (and active parenting on a daily basis had stopped), it would have been
reflected in differences between group 3 and groups 1 and 2. Initial analyses
used this th ree-group comparison .
The sample (see Table 1) consisted of 352 parents (28.1 %) with all
children still at home, 417 (33.3%) in transition, and 484 (38.6%) with all children
launched . In order to test for differences between having the nest empty versus
not empty, a launching dichotomy also was created by combining groups 1 and
2. This dichotomy was used when comparing groups of parents based on their
status of launching . However, when analyses related to parents' attitudes about
adjustment of the focal child and relationship with the focal child to other
variables in the model, the simple dichotomy was not sufficient. At this point, it
was necessary to determine that the focal child was the last to leave home so
that the associations of prior child adjustment and child-parent relationships
could be considered without potential noise from other children remaining at
home, or other children having left home after the focal child. For this reason ,
when analyses were computed relating focal child variables to launching, only
families where all children had left home, and the focal child was the last to
leave, were included.
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It was anticipated that a second aspect of launching would address the
frequency of contact in the post launching relationship. The amount of
parent-child contact after leaving home used two items (During the last 12
months, how often did you (1) see/(2) talk on phone or receive letter?) However,
due to the specification noted in the previous paragraph of which focal children
could be included in the analyses, a substantial number were dropped from the
analysis. This resulted in a loss of responses to these items that ranged from
46% to 65% of the focal children, which necessitated dropping these items from
the analyses.

Parents' Psychological Well-Being
Parent's psychological well-being is a global concept that encompasses
parent depression and self-satisfaction, which were assessed as separate
constructs (Ryff, 1989). Parent depression was based on a depression scale
(Amato & Bruce, 1991) that used 12 of the 20 items from the Center for
Epidemiological Studies Depression Scale (CES-D). This scale was included in
Waves 1 and 2. Each item is based on the number of days in the week the
respondent experienced each of the 12 symptoms and has a scale ranging from
never (1) to every day (8). The CES-D has been used to measure symptoms in
the general population, although it is not recommended to diagnose clinical
depression (Ross et al., 1983). Ross et al. (1983) modified the original scale
from 20 to 12 items as indicated by factor analysis and reported alpha reliabilities
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at .85 for women and .81 for men in their sample. The alpha reliability on the
Depression Scale was .95 for the samples of parents in this study (fathers= .93;
mothers= .94) .
Weissman , Scholomskas, Pottenger, Prusoff, and Locke (1977)
conducted a validity study assessing depressive symptoms in psychiatric
populations. They stated that content validity was addressed by selecting
representative items from widely used and validated scales. Concurrent validity
was demonstrated by correlations between the CES-0 and other depression
scales. Finally, discriminant validity was demonstrated by low correlations with
such variables as age and gender.
The second measure of well-being was self-satisfaction. A scale created
by Ryff (1989) was selected to measure self-satisfaction. Although validity and
reliability previously reported on other samples appeared to make this scale
suitable for the purpose of this study, preliminary analysis failed to yield
acceptable reliabilities for the NSFH subsample used here. Therefore, a
constructed variable consisting of three items was created. The fact that the
items were available from both waves was a strong advantage since it allowed
for comparison across time. The three items were (1) "All together how are
things going?" (2) "On the whole how satisfied are you with yourself?" (3) "I am
able to do things as well as others." This three-item scale had an alpha reliability
coefficient of .49 (Wave 1) and .60 (Wave 2). These comparatively low
reliabilities were partly the result of having such a limited number of items and
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presented a dilemma regarding the use of self-satisfaction. Although it would
have been possible to eliminate self-satisfaction from the model, doing so would
have resulted in losing a valuable aspect of parental well-being not tapped by
depression. Selecting one or two items as indicators for self-satisfaction would
have similarly lost certain aspects felt valuable within the context of the research .
Although a scale with more items and a higher reliability would have been
preferred, retaining the three-item scale was preferable to the other options.

Child Variables
Parents' perceptions of the child were assessed at Wave 1. This was
done in order to be temporally consistent with the event sequence from child
variables and launching to parent psychological well-being .
Parents responded to nine questions describing adjustment of the focal
child aged 13 to 18 at Wave 1. The items were ( 1) "Is the child willing to try new
things?" (2) "Does the child keep self busy?" (3) "Is the child cheerful and
happy?" (4) "Does the child do what is asked?" (5) "Does the child get along
well with others?" (6) "Is the child unhappy, sad, or depressed?" (7) "Does the
child lose temper easily?" (8) "Is the child fearful or anxious?" (9) "Does the
child bully/is mean/is cruel to others?" The scale of these items ranged from
often true (1) to not true (3). Items were receded for conceptual clarity.
These items covered an overall sense of child adjustment and have
previously been operationalized as such by Fine and associates (1994), who
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used a sample from Wave 1 of the NSFH data , and reported a Cronbach alpha
for the summed score of .67. The scale had a Cronbach alpha of .70 for this
sample. This nine-item scale was retained in the multivariate analyses in order
to keep the model as simple as possible.
For the purpose of this research, the items were also divided into positive
(items 1, 3, 5, 8, and 9) and negative (items 2, 4, 6, and 7) adjustment. By
grouping the items into two scales of parents' perceptions of positive and
negative adjustment, each child was given two scores that were examined
separately in relation to launching and parents' psychological well-being.
Parents' perceptions of positive adjustment (5 items) and negative adjustment (4
items) each had alpha coefficients of .61 . The use of three child adjustment
scales (total, negative, and positive) was intended to determine if such a
delineation would help to specify associations.

Child-Parent Relationship
One item from Wave1 was used to measure the quality of the child-parent
relationship . "In the last thirty days how often have you had difficult times with
this child?" This item has a 6-point range from never (1) to almost every day (6) .
In sum, the constructed variables included the depression scale,
self-satisfaction, parents' perceptions of child adjustment, and launching.
Depression was measured with a clearly defined and widely used existing 12item scale. The original self-satisfaction scale proved a poor choice for this
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research due to its extremely low reliability and a new three item measure for
operationalizing self-satisfaction was developed. Although limited to three items,
this scale has the advantage of being available for both waves of data .
Launching was the most complex constructed variable and required a
hierarchical approach to its operationalization . This ranged from the threecategory grouping to the two dichotomies including either all children or focal
children .

Mediating Variables
Although many factors probably mediate the influence of launching on
parents' well-being, previous research indicates that several variables have
consistently emerged as being particularly relevant. The selection of mediating
variables must be theoretically or empirically driven since the choice of particular
variables implies an importance of the role they play in the present research.
Marital status was dichotomized as married or unmarried since previous
research (Fine et al. , 1994) indicated that while marital status (i.e., single,
married , divorced, widowed) influenced the effects of the demands of children
and launching, it was the single parent versus parent dyad that is of greatest
concern (Umberson, 1989). Parent employment was also dichotomized as
working or not working since the contribution of working outside the home was
based on parents' involvement in multiple roles from which they derived a sense
of purpose (Black & Hill, 1984). Introducing parent's age was consistent with
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previous research (Fine et al. , 1994; Finken & Amato, 1993; Pierson & Whaley,
1990; Umberson, 1989). In very general terms it represented the parents'
position in the lifespan and served as a better predictor of the developmental
position of the parent than the age of the child (Umberson , 1989). Parent gender
is addressed below.

Preliminary Analyses

For all items selected , frequencies were computed , missing values
specified , and items receded as needed for conceptual consistency. As stated
previously, reliability estimates were calculated for each of the composite scores
created . Confirmatory factor analyses are an integral part of LISREL (Linear
Structural RELations). After these standard procedures were computed , the
following analyses were conducted.

Parent Gender Issues

t Tests were computed to test for significant differences between fathers
and mothers in their perceptions of child adjustment, the child-parent
relationship, parent depression, and parent self-satisfaction . As anticipated,
there were statistically significant differences between mothers and fathers , and
they were analyzed separately in all subsequent analyses.

Launching
Two aspects of launching--actual event and timing were analyzed
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separately. Timing was measured in two ways. First, the number of years since
departure was calculated , ranging from 1 to 6 representing departures from 1988
to 1993. Second , the month the child left home ranging from 3 (three months
ago) to over 50 months was used as a continuous variable. Correlations were
run among the constructed child variables (positive and negative adjustment and
relationship quality}, the launching variables, and the control variables to note
bivariate associations. These correlations served as a preliminary test for
expected relationships between variables in subsequent models.

Effect Size
Because statistical significance is tied to sample size, it is not considered
useful as an indication of the magnitude of results (Shaver, 1993). Therefore,
effect sizes also were calculated . Effect size was computed fort tests by taking
the difference between means and dividing by the pooled standard deviation.
For analyses of variance, B.-square was used since it represents the amount of
variance in the dependent variable accounted for by the variance in the
independent variables. Effect sizes are reported in the tables found in Chapter

4.
Structural Equation Analyses

After the preliminary descriptive analyses reported above, multivariate
analyses were computed using structural equation modeling (SEM). The choice
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of SEM was based on the limitations of multiple regression as well as the
strengths of structural equation analyses. Multiple regression equations examine
direct effects of individual variables while holding all other independent variables
constant. This eliminates the possibility of examining causal paths among the
factors (Menaghan & Godwin , 1993). SEM meets the goals of this study by
testing the reliability of the constructed variables (the measurement model), by
examining the direction of relationships (Young, 1993), and by considering the
entire system of effects as a whole (Menaghan & Godwin, 1993).
The complexity of relationships suggested in this model and the need to
assess the general fit of the model further supported the use of LISREL. It was
fortunate that this study met most of the basic requirements for structural
equation modeling in that it had multiple indicators of most of the latent variables;
the sample was large and representative ; and the relationships being tested
were based on theory.
As warranted by preliminary analyses, separate models were run for
fathers and mothers. The total sample on which LISREL was computed
consisted of 250 fathers and 600 mothers. The reason for the reduced number
of subjects was due to the constraints of structural equation modeling . In order
to accurately specify a model , all cases with missing values for any of the
variables included in the model must be excluded.
The specific models tested were based on factors noted from prior
research and used data available from NSFH Waves 1 and 2. The general
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model is presented in Figure 2. The indicator variables for the exogenous latent
variables included Variable X1 , which was a single score for depression (Time
1). Variables X2 to X4 were the variables measuring self-satisfaction . Variables
X5 through X 13 were the parents' perceptions of child adjustment items.
Variable X14 was the single item regarding child-parent relationship. Variables
X15 (employment status) and X16 (marital status) were mediating variables.
Indicator variables for endogenous latent variables consisted of Y1, which was a
dichotomy for launched or not; Y2, which was a score for depression at Time 2;
and Y3 to Y5, which were the self-satisfaction variables.
Proposed paths indicated correlations between depression and selfsatisfaction at Time 1 and each of these factors with child adjustment. An
association between child adjustment and the child-parent relationship was
included. Regression paths from each of these four endogenous variables to
launching were proposed . Four additional paths were proposed from
employment and marital statuses to Time 2 depression and self-satisfaction .
The two final regression paths proposed were from launching to depression and
self-satisfaction at Time 2.
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CHAPTER 4
RESULTS

Gender Differences

This research proposed that parents differ by gender in their perception of
positive and negative child adjustment when children are adolescents. The
research also proposed that parents differ in their levels of depression and
self-satisfaction . ! Tests by parents' gender were computed on each of these
constructs--parents' perceptions of child adjustment and parental levels of
depression and self-satisfaction (see table 2).

! Tests were computed for fathers

and mothers on depression and self-satisfaction at Wave 2 and, as a point of
comparison, for fathers and mothers at Wave 1. As noted in Table 2, the
differences in means on depression were statistically significant. The differences
in means on self-satisfaction were not statistically significant. Because fathers
and mothers differed on depression with mothers scoring higher on depression
and on one of the perception of adjustment subscales (mothers scoring higher),
separate multivariate analyses by gender were considered to be warranted .
Perception of child adjustment was not statistically significant by parents' gender
for total negative adjustment nor the positive adjustment subscale. It was, while
small, statistically significant for the negative adjustment subscale with the mean
score for mothers (1 .55) higher than fathers (1 .50).
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Table 2
t Test~ fQr DeRr~~sion and S~IH2<!li~faQ!iQn a! Wav~~ 1 and 2 aog
P!;lrenl P~rQ~RliQn of Child Adj!.!slm~nt W<!V~ 1 bJ' E<!r~nl G~nd~[
Males

Females

X

SQ

X

.SQ

!-value

ES

Time 1

.87
(357)

1.13

1.41
(885)

1.50

-6.9o···

38

Time2

.84
(352)

1.12

1.42
(871)

1.46

-7.49***

.42

Time 1

13.00
(353)

2.49

12.69
(856)

2.77

1.90

.12

Time2

12.56
(351)

2.95

12.23
(871)

2.91

1.77

.11

Total Adjustment

1.43
(358)

.30

1.46
(885)

.31

-1.45

.09

Positive Adjustment

2.63
(358)

.32

2.62
(885)

.33

.37

.02

.42

1.55
(885)

.43

-1 .96*

.12

Depression

Self-satisfaction

Parent Perception

1.50
Negative
Adjustment
(358)
*12- .05, ..12_ .01 , ...12: .001
ES = Effect Size

Correlations

Correlations were computed between variables in order to test for
variable-specific associations and because a correlation matrix was needed for
use in subsequent multivariate models. Since the correlations were to be used
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as part of a path analysis, those cases with missing values were excluded . The
only construct for which individual variables were not entered into the correlation
matrix was depression, which was treated as a single score because of its
previous use and its high alpha coefficient as reported earlier.
Due to the relatively large sample sizes, some portion of the statistical
significance seen in the correlations would be expected by chance. At the same
time, since the purpose for the correlations was, in part, to identify appropriate
variables for inclusion in the structural equation model, those statistically
significant correlations that were to be included in the model are noted even
when their magnitude seems relatively small.

Correlations for Fathers
The correlation matrix for fathers as show in Table 3 tested for
associations within times 1 and 2 and across times. The following results report
correlations within Time 1 and within Time 2, followed by correlations across
times 1 and Time 2.
Correlations among father variables at Time 1. Correlations among
variables at Time 1 were computed to measure strength and direction of
associations of fathers' self-satisfaction (Time 1) and fathers' perceptions of child
adjustment. Two of the self-satisfaction items (Time 1) were correlated at .31
and .42. Associations among the father's perception of child adjustment
variables were consistent in both statistical significance and direction with
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values ranging from .13 to .44, g_ < .01. There were also correlations with seven
of the individual child adjustment variables and fathers' reports of "number of
difficult times with child " ranging from .17 to .37 (Q. < .01).
Correlations also assessed the magnitude and direction of associations
among Time 1 fathers' individual independent variables. The Time 1 association
between depression and two of the fathers' self-satisfaction variables were
negative (-.54 and -.22, Q. < .01) as expected . Fathers' depression (Time 1) was
not, however, correlated either with any of the individual fathers' perceptions of
child adjustment variables measured at Time 1 or with "difficult times with child."
Two of the fathers' self-satisfaction (Time 1) were correlated with fathers'
perceptions of child adjustment variables with values ranging from -.13, Q. < .05
to -.21 , Q. < .01 .
Correlations among father variables at Time 2. Correlations among
variables at Time 2 were computed to measure associations within the
constructed dependent variable self-satisfaction. The three Time 2 fathers' selfsatisfaction items were intercorrelated with magnitudes ranging from .18 to .44, Q
< .01 . As with the Time 1 individual variables , correlations among Time 2

variables tested for strength and direction of individual variables including each
of the three self-satisfaction items and depression. Fathers' depression (Time 2)
was negatively correlated with each of the Time 2 self-satisfaction items as
expected, with magnitudes ranging from -.29 to -.39 (Q < .01).
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Fathers' depression (Time 2) and one of the self-satisfaction items was
significantly correlated with fathers' employment status -.24, Q < .01 but not with
marital status. The Time 2 overall sense of "how things were going" was
correlated with fathers' marital status at .21, Q < .01. "Ability to do as well as
others" (Time 2) was correlated at .17, Q < .01 with employment status.
Correlations between Time 1 and Time 2 father variables. Correlations
between the two depression measures (Time 1 and Time 2) and self-satisfaction
measures (Time 1 and Time 2) served as measures of stability for the two
constructs. The stability correlation between two measures of depression was
.41, P. < .01. Of the nine associations among Time 1 and Time 2 fathers' selfsatisfaction variables, there were four statistically significant correlations ranging
from .16, 12 < .05 to .30, 12 < .01 .
Two of the Time 1 fathers' self-satisfaction variables were negatively
correlated with fathers' depression (Time 2) at -.13, Q < ,05 and -.21, Q < .01 .
There were no significant correlations between any of the fathers' perceptions of
child adjustment variables measured at Time 1 and fathers' depression (Time 2).
Nor were there any significant correlations between these child adjustment
variables and the three items measuring fathers' self-satisfaction at Time 2.
However, "difficult times with the child" (Time 1) and fathers' "self-satisfaction on
the whole" (Time 2) were correlated at -.17, 12 < .01 .
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Correlations for Mothers
As with fathers , the correlation matrix for mothers tested for associations
within times 1 and 2, and across times. These findings are reported below and
in Table 4.
Correlations among mother variables at Time 1. Again , correlations
among variables at Time 1 were computed to test strength and direction of
associations for variables with in the constructed variables (self-satisfaction and
mothers' perceptions of child adjustment). Each of the three mothers' selfsatisfaction items was intercorrelated with at least one of the other selfsatisfaction items.
Associations among mothers' perceptions of child adjustment variables
were consistent in both significance and direction with values ranging from .03 to
.36. There were also correlations with eight of the individual child adjustment
variables and mothers' reports of "number of difficult times with child" ranging
from .14 to .38, 12 < .01 . The number of significant correlations for mothers
particularly among child adjustment variables was greater than for fathers, but
the magnitude of these associations was not consistently larger.
The magnitude and direction of associations among Time 1 individual
dependent variables were also tested. The association between mothers'
depression (Time 1) and two of the mothers' self-satisfaction items was
significant at -.18 and -.46 , R < .01 . Unlike the correlations for fathers,
depression for mothers (Time 1) was significantly correlated with six of the
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individual child depression for mothers (Time 1) was significantly correlated with
six of the ind ividual child adjustment variables and with "number of difficult times
with child" for mothers , although the correlations were modest, ranging from .08
to .16 (Q < .05) .
Two of the mothers' self-satisfaction items were correlated with mothers'
perceptions of child adjustment variables with values ranging from .08, Q < .05 to
.18, Q<.01 .
Correlations among mother variables at Time 2. Each of three selfsatisfaction items (Time 2) for mothers was intercorrelated with at least one other
self-satisfaction item. The relationships ranged from .19 to .38, P. < .01.
As with Time 1, correlations among individual Time 2 variables also tested
for strength and direction of relationships between each of the three selfsatisfaction items and depression. Two of the mothers' self-satisfaction (Time 2)
variables were negatively correlated with mothers' depression (Time 2) with
magnitudes ranging from -.24 to -.41 , P. <.01. Mothers' employment status and
marital status--measured at Time 2--were both negatively correlated with
depression (Time 2) at -.13 and -.11 , Q <.01 . The Time 2 overall sense of how
th ings were going was correlated with marital status .16, P. <.01 , while ability to
do as well as others (Time 2) was correlated with employment status .20, P. <.01 .
Correlations between Time 1 and Time 2 mother variables The stability
correlation between mothers' depression (Time 1) and depression (Time 2) was
.38 , Q < .01 . Time 1 mothers' depression was negatively correlated with one of
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the Time 2 self-satisfaction items -. 15, Q. < .01 . Two mothers' self-satisfaction
items (Time 1) we re correlated with mothers' depression (Time 2) at -.22 and .1 5, Q. <. 01 .
Four of the mothers' perceptions of child adjustment measured at Time 1
were correlated with mothers' depression (Time 2) with values ranging from .08,
Q. < .05 to .14 Q. < .01. There were no statistically significant correlations between
mothers' perceptions of adjustment variables and any of the three selfsatisfaction (Time 2) variables. However, difficult time with the child (Time 1)
was negatively correlated with two of the Time 2 self-satisfaction items -.09, Q. <
.05 and -.11 , Q. < .01.
In sum, the correlations as a whole were consistent in directions that were
anticipated. There were positive and statistically significant correlations among
variables intended for constructed variables. There were negative correlations
among variables where expected , such as self-satisfaction variables and
depression .

Analyses of Variance

To further examine parent gender differences in relation to independent
variables, three-way ANOVAs were run with three between-group factors . The
results are reported in Table 5. The analyses were run for depression and selfsatisfaction by each of the child adjustment scales (total, positive-receded, and

Table 5
ANOVA of Depression and Self-Satisfaction by Child Adjustment Constructs and Launching of
FQcal Qhild and Parent Gender
Depression
Child Adjustment &
Launching
Main Effects
Total Adjustment
Launch
Gender
Two-Way Interactions
Total adj by launch
Total adj by gender
Launch by gender
Three-Way Interaction
Total adj by launch by
gender
Total

Qf

~

Self-Satisfaction

E

I!

~

df

MS

E

I!

R'

1
1
1

16.87
2.38
81.78

9.10
1.29
44 .12

.01
.26
.00

.01
.00
.03

1
1
1

160.54
32.09
27.66

19.14
3.83
3.30

.00
.05
.07

.02
.00
.00

1
1
1

1.69
.43
2.1 6

.91
.23
1.17

.34
.63
.28

00
.00
.00

1
1
1

24.76
.57
16.13

2.95
.07
1.92

.09
.79
.17

.00
.00
.00

1

.61

.33

.57

.00

1

6.49

.77

.38

.00

1210

1.93

1209

8.56

(table continue§)
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Depression
Child Adjustment &
Launching
Main Effects
Positive Adjustment
Launch
Gender
Two-Way Interactions
Positive adj by launch
Positive adj by gender
Launch by gender
Three-Way Interaction
Pos adj by launch by
gender
Total
Main Effects
Negative Adjustment
Launch
Gender
Two-Way Interactions
Negative adj by launch
Negative adj by gender
Launch by gender
Three-Way Interaction
Neg adj by launch by
gender
Total

!!f

MS

Self-Satisfaction

E

Q

~

df

MS

E

Q

R'

1
1
1

5.93
2.23
83.89

3.98
1.20
44 .99

.08
.27
.00

.00
.00
04

1
1
1

100.47
31 .81
31 .21

11 .93
3.78
3.71

.00
.05
05

.01
.00
.00

1
1
1

1.70
.08
2.46

.91
.04
1.32

.34
.84
.25

.00
.00
.00

1
1
1

.43
11 .89
16.32

.05
1.41
1.94

.82
.23
.16

.00
00
.00

1

.46

.25

.62

.00

1

25.04

2.97

.09

00

1208

1.94

1207

8.55

1
1
1

31 .96
1.82
78.91

17.44
.99
43.06

.00
.32
.00

.01
.00
.04

1
1
1

191 .56
19.23
21 .13

22 .83
2.29
2.52

00
.13
.11

.02
.00
.00

1
1
1

1.63
1.00
1.59

.89
.54
.87

.35
.46
.35

.00
.00
.00

1
1
1

26 .73
2.33
15.17

3.19
.28
1.81

.08
60
.18

.00
.00
00

1

1.47

.80

.37

00

1

8.21

.98

.32

.00

1163

1.93

1163

8.59

(J)
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negative), launching of the focal child , and parent gender. The analyses for
depression (as shown in the left column of Table 5) by total child adjustment
revealed a significant main effect for total child adjustment and for parent
gender. No interactions proved to be significant. The analysis for depression by
positive child adjustment showed only a significant main effect by parent gender
with no significant interactions. Analysis for parent depression by negative child
adjustment revealed significant main effects by negative child adjustment and by
parent gender. Interactions were nonsignificant.
The analysis for parent self-satisfaction (as shown in the right-side
columns of Table 5) by total child adjustment revealed significant main effects for
total child adjustment and focal child launched , but not for parent gender.
Interactions were nonsignificant. Analysis of parent self-satisfaction by positive
child adjustment showed significant main effects by positive child adjustment, by
focal child launched , and by parent gender. Interactions were again nonsignificant. Analysis of parents' self-satisfaction by childrens' negative
adjustment showed significant main effects only for negative adjustment.
In sum, analysis of parents' depression verified consistent significant main
effects by parent gender but no significant interactions. Analysis of parents' selfsatisfaction did not reveal the same significant gender effects but did show
significant (but small magnitude) main effects by all child adjustment scales.
Again , all interactions were nonsignificant.
In addition to analyzing launching based on the focal ch ild's living at home
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or having departed as reported above, a further discrimination for launching
included the amount of time since the ch ild departed. This aspect of launching
was examined in two stages. The first stage involved categorizing time of
departure by the year the child left (1988-1993) . This allowed time of departure
to be categorized as six groups corresponding to the number of years since the
focal child left home, wh ich was then introduced (6

= 1988; 5 = 1989; 4 = 1990; 3

= 1991 ; 2 = 1992; 1 = 1993) into the analyses of variance for depression and
self-satisfaction with other independent variables. These findings are reported in
Table 6 for depression and Table 8 for self-satisfaction. The second stage
retained time of departure as a continuous variable (month child departed) and
introduced it as a covariate into the analyses. These findings are shown in Table
7 for depression and Table 9 for self-satisfaction.

Analyses of Variance of Depression for
~

Launching as an indication of child's presence in the home was
introduced into the analysis using three categories of launching--all children
home, transition, and all children departed--as discussed earlier. Analyses
indicated that regardless of the method of measuring this aspect of launching ,
there were no significant differences in mean scores for fathers' depression.
Analyses for fathers' depression by year of launching are shown in the left
side columns of Table 6. ANOVAs examining the year of launching and total
child adjustment and the subscale of child positive adjustment (the first and

Table 6
ANQVA§ Qf D!:mr~s§iQn

bJ' Y~<!r Qf LaunQhing and

Qth~r lnd~Qend~nt Variabl~s

by Parent Gender

Fathers
Independent Variables
Main Effects
Total Adjustment
Year Launched
Two-Way Interactions
Total adj by year launch
Total
Main Effects
Positive Adjustment
Year Launched
Two-Way Interactions
Positive adj by year launch
Total
Main Effects
Negative Adjustment
Year Launched
Two-Way Interactions
Negative adj by year launch
Total

Mothers

df

M.S.

E

Q

R'

1
5

8.90
2.32

6.61
1.72

.01
.13

04
.05

1
5

5
147

2.82
1.46

2.09

.07

.06

1
5

5.55
2.01

3.96
1.43

.05
.22

5
147

1.97
1.46

1.40

1
5

.56
3.96

3
147

8.17
1.46

df

MS

F

Q

6.33
.65

2.79
29

.10
.92

.01
00

5
423

1.97
2.26

.87

50

.01

.02
.03

1
5

4.38
.81

1.92
.36

.17
.88

01
01

.23

.05

5
423

1.49
2.26

.65

.66

.01

.06
3.96

.82
.85

.00
.09

1
5

15.85
6.42

1.61
.65

.21
.60

.02
.03

.81

.49

.11

5
423

4.82
2.26

49

.79

.03

(labl~

R'
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Fathers
Independent Variables
Main Effects
Marital Status
Year Launched
Two-Way Interactions
Marital stat by year launch
Total
Main Effects
Employment Status
Year Launched
Two-Way Interactions
Emp status by year launch
Total
Main Effects
ParentAge
Year Launched
Two-Way Interactions
Parent Age by year launch
Total
Main Effects
Child Age
Year Launched
Two-Way Interactions
Child age by year launch
Total

Mothers

Qf

~

E

ll.

~

1
5

6.46
1.53

4.65
1.10

.03
.36

.04
.03

1
5

5
148

1.98
1.46

1.43

.22

.05

1
5

19.73
1.47

15.17
1.13

.00
.35

5
148

1.82
1.46

1.40

5
5

4.36
1.72

24
148

Qf

MS

R'

F

ll.

8.83
.86

3.94
.38

.05
.86

.01
.01

5
423

3.78
2.26

1.68

14

04

.09
.03

1
5

18.27
.82

8.13
.36

.01
.87

.02
.00

.23

.04

5
423

1.69
2.26

.75

.59

.01

3.28
1.30

.01
.27

.10

1
5

1.54
.90

66
.39

.65
.86

.01
.01

1.40
1.46

1.05

.41

.16

5
423

1.64
2.26

.71

.85

.04

5
5

1.28
1.25

.87
.86

.50
.51

.03
.03

1
5

.52
.62

.22
.26

.95
.93

.00
.00

22
148

1.40
1.46

.96

.52

.14

5
423

1.30
2.27

.55

96

.03

.04

(table continues)
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Fathers
Independent Variables
Main Effects
Child gender
Year Launched
Two-Way Interactions
Child gen by year launch
Total

Mothers

E

p_

~

1.44
1.77

.95

.17

.33
.33

.00
.04

1
5

.38
1.48

.25

.94

.01

5
423

Qf

M.S.

1
5
5
145

Qf

E

p_

5.12
.88

2.24
39

.14
.86

.01
.01

2.31
2.27

1.01

.41

.01

M.S.

~

--.J

w

Table 7
ANOVAs of Depression by Month of Launching las a Covariate) and Other Independent Variables by
PS!r!ilDt G!ilDd!ilr
Fathers
Independent Variables

!.if

~

E

Mothers
Q

fr.

!.if

~

F

Q

fr.

Month of launching
Main effects of total child adj
Total

1
1
147

.60
6.31
1.46

.42
4.40

.52
.04

00
.03

1
1
423

.31
7.16
2.26

14
3.18

71
.08

.00
.01

Month of launching
Main effects of pos child adj
Total

1
1
147

.60
4.70
1.46

.42
3.25

.52
.07

.00
.02

1
1
422

.36
4.63
2.26

.16
2.05

.69
.15

.00
.01

Month of launching
Main effects of neg child adj
Total

1
1
141

.42
1.53
1.39

.30
1.09

.59
.30

.00
.01

1
1
408

.51
23.99
2.27

.23
10.78

.63
.00

.00
.03

Month of launching
Main effects of marital status
Total

1
2
148

.75
5.50
1.46

.53
3.91

.47
.02

.00
.05

1
1
428

.65
18.60
2.26

.29
1.88

.59
.13

.00
.01

Month of launching
Main effects employ status
Total

1
1
148

.75
20.83
1.46

.56
15.66

.45
.00

.00
.10

1
1
428

.65
1.52
2.26

.29
8.35

.59
.00

.00
.02

Month of launching
Main effects of parent age
Total

1
5
148

.75
4.36
1.46

.55
3.21

.46
.01

.00
.10

1
5
428

.65
1.52
2.26

.29
.67

.59
65

.00
.01

(table continY!ill!)
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Fathers

Q!

MS.

E

Mothers
Q

R'

df

MS.

F

Q

R'

Month of launching
Main effects of child age
Total

1
5
148

.75
1.79
1.46

.52
1.23

.47
.30

.00
.04

1
5
428

.65
.66
2.26

.29
.29

.59
92

00
.00

Month of launching
Main effects of child gender
Total

1
1
145

.65
1.1 3
1.48

.44
.76

.51
.37

.00
.01

1
1
423

.98
5.26
2.27

.43
2.32

51
13

.00
.01

Independent Variables

......
01

Table 8
A~Q:\LA

Qf S~lf-S<!ti§f<!ctiQO bll Y~<![ Qf L<!!.!O!:;hing <!nd Qlher lng~p~ndent Variables bll Parent Gend~r
Fathers

Independent Variables
Main Effects
Total Adjustment
Year Launched
Two-Way Interactions
Total adj by year launch
Total
Main Effects
Positive Adjustment
Year Launched
Two-Way Interactions
Positive adj by year launch
Total
Main Effects
Negative Adjustment
Year Launched
Two-Way Interactions
Negative adj by year
launch
Total

Mothers
Q

R'

Qf

~

F

Q

R'

15.85
6.42

1.61
.65

.21
66

.01
01

4.82
9.72

.49

.79

01

86.64
11 .58

9.47
1.27

.00
.28

.02
01

7.02
9.34

77

.57

.01

Qf

~

F

1
5

.56
3.96

.06
.39

.82
.85

.00
.02

1
5

5
132

8.17
9.54

.81

.49

.04

5
421

1
5

3.54
5.29

.38
.57

.54
.72

.00
.02

1
5

5
146

11 .53
9.12

1.25

.29

.04

5
420

1
5

16.01
4.80

1.68
.51

.20
.77

.01
.02

1
5

173.20
12.97

19.22
1.44

00
.21

.04
.01

5

3.64

.38

.86

.01

5

7.65

.85

.52

.01

146

9.12

420

9.34

(table continues)
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Fathers
Independent Variables
Main Effects
Marital Status
Year Launched
Two-Way Interactions
Marital stat by year launch
Total
Main Effects
Employment Status
Year Launched
Two-Way Interactions
Emp status by year launch
Total
Main Effects
ParentAge
Year Launched
Two-Way Interactions
Parent Age by year launch
Total
Main Effects
Child Age
Year Launched
Two-Way Interactions
Child age by year launch
Total

Mothers

Qf

M.S.

E

Q

R'

df

M.S.

F

Q

8:.

2
5

30.91
4.91

3.41
.54

.04
.75

.05
.02

3
5

30.47
11.41

3.31
1.24

.02
.29

.02
.01

9
147

7.11
9.12

.78

.63

.05

13
426

8.91
9.36

97

.48

.03

1
5

15.25
5.05

1.65
.55

.20
.74

.01
.02

1
5

17.72
10.66

1.90
1.14

17

.34

.01
00

5
147

9.07
9.12

.98

.43

.03

5
426

9.37
9.36

1.01

.41

.01

5
5

5.35
5.16

.54
.52

.75
.76

.02
.02

5
5

9.66
10.88

1 03
1.16

.40
33

.01
.01

24
147

6.56
9.12

.66

.88

.11

24
426

8.82
9.36

.94

.55

05

5
5

5.88
2.52

.61
.26

.69
.93

.02
.01

5
5

16.20
8.67

1.71
.91

.13
47

.02
01

22
147

8.35
9.12

.87

.63

.14

24
426

5.45
9.36

.57

.95

.03

(table continues)
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Fathers
Independent Variables
Main Effects
Child gender
Year Launched
Two-Way Interactions
Child gen by year launch
Total

Mothers

df

~

E

p_

R'

df

MS

F

p_

R'

1
5

.06
4.48

.06
.47

.94
.80

.00
.02

1
5

9.67
9.45

1.03
1.01

.31
.41

.00
.01

5
144

4.62
9.09

.49

.79

.02

5
421

11 .58
9.42

1.01

.29

.01

--.1
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Table 9
ANOVA of Self-Satisfaction by Month of Launching las a Covariate\ and Other Independent Variables by
PS![~!ll Q~nd~[

Fathers

Mothers

R'

Qf

.44
.09

.00
.02

1
1
426

14.13
131 .22
9.36

1.56
14.47

.21
.00

00
.00

.60
.17

.44

.69

.00
.01

1
1
426

14.50
175.47
9.36

1.29
9.66

26
.00

.00
.00

6.95
18.04
9.11

.76
1.97

.39
.16

.00
.02

1
1
426

14.50
175.47
9.36

1.61
19.46

.21
.00

.00
01

1
2
147

4.21
32.61
9.11

.48
3.70

.49
.03

.00
.03

1
3
426

13.85
29.73
9.36

1.51
3.23

.22
.02

.00
.02

Month of launching
Main effects employ status
Total

1
1
144

4.21
15.75
9.01

.46
1.73

.50
.19

.00
.00

1
1
421

13.85
17.92
9.41

1.49
1.92

.22
.17

.00
00

Month of launching
Main effects of parent age
Total

1
5
146

4.21
5.33
9.12

.45
.58

.50
.72

.00
.02

1
5
421

13.85
1001
9.37

1.48
1.07

.22
.38

.00
.03

Qf

MS.

E

Month of launching
Main effects of total child adj
Total

1
1
147

5.52
25.96
9.11

.61
2.88

Month of launching
Main effects of pos child adj
Total

1
1
147

5.52
1.52
9.11

Month of launching
Main effects of neg child adj
Total

1
1
147

Month of launching
Main effects of marital status
Total

Independent Variables

Q

MS.

F

Q

~

(table continues)
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<0

Fathers

Qf

MS

E

Month of launching
Main effects of child age
Total

1
5
146

4.21
7.55
9.12

.46
.82

Month of launching
Main effects of child gender
Total

1
1
140

3.50
.58
9.20

.38
.06

Independent Variables

Mothers
~

Qf

.50
.54

.00
.00

.54
80

.01
.01

Q

R'

MS

F

1
5
420

13.85
17.88
9.34

1.50
1.93

.22
09

00
02

1
1
406

11 .36
12.82
9.44

1.21
1.36

.27
.24

.00
.05

Q

(X)

0
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second panels in Table 6) yielded statistically significant differences in mean
scores for fathers on depression . Higher mean scores on the depression scale
were associated with higher scores for fathers' perceptions of child 's negative
adjustment. Neither year of launching nor the interaction effect with each of the
three child adjustment scales was statistically significant.
Analyses were computed to test for differences in fathers' depression
scores by marital status, employment status , parent age, and child age by the
year of launching as shown in the lower half of Table 6. Fathers' depression
scores did statistically differ by marital status with separated and divorced fathers
scoring higher on depression. Fathers' depression differences by employment
status indicated that fathers who are not working scored much lower on
depression than those who were employed. Fathers' age was related to a
difference in depression scores with fathers 56 to 60 years old having the
highest depression scores . Child age and gender did not yield significant
findings for father depression scores. Again, neither time of departure by year
nor time of departure as a covariate with depression scores yielded significant
results.
Month of launching as a covariate is reported in Table 7 with fathers'
results in the left side columns. Month of launching was not significant in any of
the ANOVAs for fathers' depression. The association with child 's positive
adjustment did not retain statistical significance when month of launching was
introduced into the analyses.
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Analyses of Variance of Deoression
for Mothers
As with fathers' depression , all methods of categorizing launching failed to
yield significant findings for mothers. The analyses of depression for mothers by
year of departure are shown on the right side of Table 6. Analyses of the three
scales for mothers' perception of child adjustment by year of departure yielded
significant findings . When analyses were computed to test for differences in
mothers' mean scores for depression , the differences by mothers' marital status,
mothers' age, child age, gender, and year of departure were not significant. The
differences by mothers' employment status were significant, with nonworking
mothers scoring higher on depression . Neither year of departure nor the
interaction effect was significant. Analyses by month of launching are shown on
the right side of Table 7.

Analyses of Variance of Self-Satisfaction
for Fathers
A three-group method of categorizing launching did not yield significant
differences in fathers' self-satisfaction . However, both the empty-nest dichotomy
E (1 ,347)

=5.02, p_ < .05 and launching of the focal child E (1 ,350) =3.88 , P. <

.05 yielded significant results , with fathers having children remaining at home
scoring higher on self-satisfaction.
Early analyses tested for differences by method of categorizing launching.
These analyses are not reported in a table format. Consequently, the statistically
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significant findings are reported within the text for fathers and later for mothers.
Results of the analyses by year of departure are shown in Table 8. Analyses for
fathers' self-satisfaction by year of departure (noted on the left side of Table 8)
and the three scales of fathers' perception of child adjustment failed to yield
significant findings . The same results were found for month of launching as a
covariate with fathers' self-satisfaction (left side of Table 9) .
Analyses of fathers' self-satisfaction by year of departure and marital
status yielded statistically significant results , with married fathers scoring highest
and widowed lowest on self-satisfaction . This relationship also held with month
of departure as a covariate. In neither analyses were launching or the
interaction effect statistically significant. Analysis of fathers' self-satisfaction by
employment status, fathers' age, and child age and gender failed to yield
significant results .

Analyses of Variance of Self-Satisfaction
for Mothers
As with fathers, the three categories of launching did not yield statistically
significant differences for mothers' self-satisfaction . Differences in mothers'
scores were significant by perception of positive adjustment E (1 ,409) = 9.47,
p<.01 and indicated that mothers with more positive perceptions of their
children's adjustment had higher self-satisfaction scores. Self-satisfaction
scores also differed significantly by mothers' perception of their children's
negative adjustment, E (1 ,395) = 19.22, p<.001 . As with previous analyses,
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neither year of departure, the interaction effect, nor month of departure as a
covariate yielded significant findings .
Mothers' self-satisfaction scores differed statistically significantly by
marital status with married mothers scoring higher. Mothers' self-satisfaction
scores did not differ statistically significantly with month of departure (Table 8,
right columns) or month of departure (Table 9, right columns). Mothers'
employment status, mothers' age , and child age and gender were not associated
with mothers' self-satisfaction .

Summarv of Analyses of Variance
Fathers' depression scores were statistically significantly related to their
perceptions of total child adjustment and to positive child adjustment. Mothers'
depression scores were associated with mother's perception of negative child
adjustment. Fathers' depression scores differed by fathers' marital status (with
married having the lowest depression scores) and by fathers' age while mothers
did not. Both fathers' and mothers' depression scores were related to
employment status, with fathers and mothers who were not working both having
higher means for depression.
Two aspects of these findings regarding depression warrant special
attention . The first is that, in general, fathers' depression scores were more
frequently associated with the independent variables including fathers'
perception of child adjustment, marital and employment statuses, and fathers'
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age . The second is that, for both fathers and mothers, time of departure,
whether measured as year of departure or as a covariate, fa iled to yield
sign ificant differences in depression scores, irrespective of other factors
introduced into the analyses.
Self-satisfaction scores also differed between fathers and mothers. While
fathers' self-satisfaction scores were significantly related only to marital status
(married with higher self-satisfaction}, mothers' scores were related to
perceptions of their children 's positive and negative adjustment as well as to their
own marital status (married again with higher self-satisfaction).
The pattern noted with depression was reversed with self-satisfaction in
that mothers' self-satisfaction scores were related to more independent variables
than fathers' scores. The second pattern noted earlier-lack of statistically
significant relations with time of departure--was true for depression and selfsatisfaction for both fathers and mothers.

Summary of the Results

Initial descriptive analyses showed that the majority of parent respondents
were married mothers. Gender comparisons also showed certain differences
between fathers and mothers in the sample (see Table 1). The fathers averaged
slightly less than 3 years older than mothers with a substantially higher
percentage of fathers being in the age group "over 56 years old ." In addition,
there were no fathers in the sample who fell into the marital status of never
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married , thereby creating a unique group for mothers . The t tests revealed that
the mothers in th is sample, on average, had higher depression scores than the
fathers. Fathers and mothers did not differ in self-satisfaction .
In general, the correlational analyses showed that the variables were
related in the expected directions. Self-satisfaction items at times 1 and 2 were
correlated sufficiently to warrant their inclusion in the self-satisfaction constructs .
They were negatively correlated with depression at times 1 and 2, suggesting the
expected direction of association between the two aspects of parental
well-being. The stability correlation between depression Time 1 and 2 was of a
moderate magnitude. This is also true of the Time 1 and Time 2 self-satisfaction
measures, although to a lesser extent.
Correlations among the individual child adjustment items were statistically
significant, again demonstrating the appropriateness of an overall child
adjustment construct. Correlations between depression (Time 1) and each of the
child adjustment items were markedly different by parents' gender, with no
significant correlations occurring for fathers but occurring between depression
and six of the individual variables for mothers' perceptions of their children's
adjustment.
The correlation between the self-satisfaction (Time 2) item regarding how
things were going in general and marital status was significant for both genders
as was the correlation between doing things as well as others (Time 2) and
employment status. The two self-satisfaction variables addressing doing things
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as well as others and satisfaction with things in general (Time 2) were associated
with marital status for both genders.
Fathers and mothers did differ in associations tested in this research .
While differing by parent gender, employment and marital status appeared to be
important factors in relation to depression and self-satisfaction. In particular,
working and married mothers scored lower on depression and higher on selfsatisfaction . Parents' perceptions of child adjustment did have statistically
significant relationships to mothers' but not fathers' depression and selfsatisfaction . At the bivariate level, launching did not appear to be significantly
related to parent depression and self-satisfaction, except for fathers' selfsatisfaction. This was contrary to what had been anticipated .

Rationale for Structural Equation Analysis

To this point the analyses were intended to establish patterns of
association among individual variables and to examine group differences in
parent depression and self-satisfaction in relation to the independent variables.
The findings from these preliminary analyses showed that associations,
particularly with launching , were insignificant or very weak. This suggested that
further analyses might fail to yield statistically significant findings. However,
patterns of bivariate correlations cannot demonstrate how the independent
variables might act in combination when attempting to explain parent depression
and self-satisfaction. Multivariate combinations of variables might serve to either
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strengthen or weaken those relationships. In order to test the associations of
these variables, structural equation analyses were computed using LISREL
models , although based on analyses thus far, further multivariate modeling is not
expected to reveal strong statistically significant findings.

LISREL Analyses

LISREL was used to examine the structural equation model proposed
earlier. Since separate correlation matrices were used and were standardized to
the gender subsamples, comparisons by gender were not possible. However,
using the same theoretical model did permit noting similarities in the models for
each gender.

Specification of the Measurement Model
Structural equation models can be decomposed into two parts or
elements--the measurement model and the structural model. The measurement
model defines the relationships between the observed and latent variables
(Byrne, 1989). The procedure for analyzing the measurement model is generally
incorporated into the analysis of the entire model. However, due to the
complexity of specifying the full model, it was logistically advisable to run the
measurement model first. By doing so, any difficulties encountered were better
identified as either part of the measurement model or part of the structural
model.
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Table 10 lists the variables included in the proposed model. For the
proposed measurement model (see Figure 3), all nine latent variables were
represented as exogenous variables. These are listed in parentheses in Table
10. Four of these latent constructs (parent depression 1, parent self-satisfaction
1, parents ' perceptions of child adjustment, and parents' perceptions of the ch ildparent relationship) were based on measurements taken at Time 1 wh ile five
were measured at Time 2. As explained earlier, although depression was
composed of the CES-D Depression Scale, it was entered into the model with
one indicator each (the CES-D score) for Time 1 and Time 2. These parent
depression scores represented the second and fourth endogenous variables in
the measurement model.
Parent self-satisfaction had three indicator variables at each time
measured. Self-satisfaction 2 represented the third exogenous variable and selfsatisfaction 1 represented the fifth.
Parents' perceptions of child adjustment was the sixth latent construct in
the measurement model with nine indicator variables . This construct was
previously operationalized as total child negative adjustment and as two smaller
scales representing more specific child negative and positive adjustments.
The magnitude of the correlations was even across the nine indicator variables,
suggesting that they fit well into one child adjustment construct, which
represented the sixth latent variable. Using only one child adjustment latent
construct enhances the simplicity of the model.
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Table 10
Variables lnQiuded in LISREL Anal~sis
Time 1

Variable

Variable Name

Value Label

X1

(X6)

depression 1

CESD Depression Scale

X2

(X?)

happyr

"all together, how are things these days"

X3

(XB)

selfsat

"on whole, how satisfied are you with yourself'

X4

(X9)

doaswell

respondent feels able to do as well as others

xs

(X10)

chwilnw

"child willing to try new things"

X6

(X11)

chbusys

"child keeps self busy"

X?

(X12)

chchrfl

"child is cheerful"

XB

(X13)

chcompl

"child does what you ask"

X9

(X14)

chgetal

"child gets along well with others"

X10

(X15)

tchpsdd

"child unhappy, sad, depressed"

X11

(X16)

tctemeas

"child loses temper easily"

X12

(X17)

tcfeara

"child is fearful or anxious"

X13

(X18)

tcbully

"child bullies others"

X14

(X19)

difchmo

"number of times argued with child last month"

Time2

Variable

Variable Name

Value Label

X15

(X20)

empstat

employment status - working or not working

X16

(X21)

marstatdic

marital status - married or not married

Y1

(X1)

fclaunch

focal child launched (between Time 1 and Time 2)

Y2

(X2)

depress2

depression score on CES-D scale Time 2

Y3

(X3)

mt201

"taking all things together, how are things going"

Y4

(X4)

mt210a

"on whole, how satisfied are you with yourself'

YS

(XS)

mt210f

"I am able to do things as well as others"

Note: mt201 - mt10f indicate location of variables in data files.
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Parents' perceptions of the quality of the child-parent relationship was the
seventh latent construct and was measured using a single indicator (number of
difficult times with child in last month) . Two remaining exogenous variables
(employment status and marital status) were measured at Time 2 since the
purpose of including them was as control variables. Both employment status
and marital status were measured with single dichotomous indicator variables.
Measurement model for fathers. The coefficients for the measurement
model for fathers are listed in the center of Table 11 and are reported based on
the completely standardized solution. The path of each of the exogenous
variables measured by single indicator variables (father-child relationship ,
employment status, and marital status) was .71 with a residual variance
(measurement not accounted for within the model) of .50. The strongest
indicator variable for self-satisfaction was "all together how are things going
these days" while the weakest was "... able to do things as well as others." Of the
nine indicators of fathers' perception of child adjustment, "child is unhappy, sad ,
depressed" had the strongest path to the latent construct while "child willing to try
new things" was the weakest.
The chi square for fathers was 313.25, Q <.00. This test was one of
goodness of fit of the model to the data (Loehlin, 1992) in which the structure of
the sample data were forced to fit the hypothesized model (Byrne, 1989).
However, when analyzing data based on a large sample such as this (n = 250
fathers), even the smallest deviation from the pattern can result in statistically
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Table 11
M~<!S!Jr~m~nt Mod~! Path CQefficient:;;

Construct
Depression T1
Self-Satisfaction T2

Child Adjustment

Item

Fathers' Path
Coefficient

Mothers' Path
Coefficient

depress1

.71

.71

happyr

.76

.68

selfsat

.41

.46

doaswell

.14

.18

chwilnw

.23

.29

chbusys

.39

.32

chchrfl

.53

.52

chcompl

.40

.42

chgetal

.43

.47

chhpsdd

.60

57

tctemeas

.58

.59

tcfeara

.35

.37

tcbully

.54

.46

Difchmo

difchmo

.71

.71

Employment Status

empstat

.71

.71

Marital Status

marstatdic

.71

.71

Launching

!claunch

.71

.71

Depression T2

depress2

.71

.71

Self-Satisfaction T2

happyr2 (mt201)

.41

.60

selfsat2 (mt210a

.66

.66

doaswell2 (mt210f)

.61

.47

N=250
Chi square =313.25
GFI = .90
AGFI = .84

Q < .01

N=600
Chi square =478.09
GFI = .93
AGFI = .89
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significant findings . For this reason the significant chi square was not considered
problematic. The Goodness of Fit Index (GFI) , which is based on a ratio of
squared discrepancies to observed variances (Loehlin, 1992), was .91 and the
Adjusted Goodness of Fit Index (AGFI)--adjusted by degrees of freedom--was
.90.
Measurement model for mothers. The measurement model for mothers is
reported on the right side of Table 11 and is based on the completely
standardized solution. Essentially, the values for mothers were comparable to
those of fathers. However, the weakest indicator variable for self-satisfaction at
Time 2 was "all together, how are things going," and the strongest indicator for
mothers' perception of child adjustment was ch ild losing temper easily. Overall,
the measurement model for mothers was a good fit with a chi square of 478.09,
Q...= .00. The GFI was .93 and the AGFI was .89.

Full Model
Following analysis of the measurement model, the complete model-measurement and structural--was specified. Endogenous factors and their
indicator variables were identified (launching of focal child , depression at Time 2,
self-satisfaction at Time 2). These indicator variables are listed in Table 10.
Specification of the full model also included identifying paths. Correlations
between parent depression (Time 1) and parent self-satisfaction (Time 1) and
each of these two well-being factors with parents' perceptions of child adjustment
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and the quality of the child -parent relationship were also specified .
Regression paths from exogenous to endogenous constructs were
identified from depression at Time 1 to Time 2 and from self-satisfaction at Time
1 to Time 2. These paths served as indicators of stability of the constructs
across time without launching . Direct paths from parent employment status and
marital status to depression (Time 2) and self-satisfaction (Time 2) were
specified since there was no theoretical or empirical foundation for including
launching as part of the path.
Four paths from depression (Time 1), self-satisfaction (Time 1), parents'
perception of child adjustment, and parents' perception of the child-parent
relationship quality to launching were specified based on the premise that each
helps predict launching of the child . Paths from launching to Time 2 depression
and self-satisfaction were specified based on prior theoretical and empirical
evidence.
The full model as specified was run separately for fathers and for mothers.
The sample was randomly divided in half in order to test the stability of the
model. Each of the four attempts was run without success in fitting the data to
the hypothesized model. If this had been a matter of a statistically significant chi
square, it would have been possible to attribute the significance to sample sizes.
This was, however, based on the inability to fit the data to the model after
numerous iterations. Attempts to fit the data to the model consist of a series of
steps within the LISREL program in which an initial set of values of the paths
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was arbitrarily set. The correlations were calculated and compared to the
observed . One of the initial trial values was then adjusted to improve the fit.
This process would have continued until the data converged with the theoretical
model (Loehlin, 1992), or, as in this case, it was determined that convergence
was not possible.
There were three possible explanations for the lack of convergence. The
first was a discrepancy in the correlation matrices. These were checked and
determined to be accurate. The second possible explanation was failure to
specify the model correctly when setting up the LISREL program. The LISREL
program statements also were checked and found to be clear of errors. The
third possibility was that the data did not fit the theoretical model. This is an
intrinsic risk when using a previously untested model. Structural equation
modeling not only requires that the paths be statistically significant, it also adds a
further level of stringency by requiring that the data fit the specific model
hypothesized by the researcher. While prior research in the area of well-being in
midlife and in the area of launching , as well as theoretical premises, suggested
the appropriateness of this model, the data did not support it.

Hypotheses and Findings

A number of hypotheses initially were proposed . Since it was not possible
to obtain convergence in the structural equation model, it was not feasible to test
those hypotheses that addressed the interactions of the factors in predicting the
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relation between launching and parent well-being . It was, however, possible to
test the hypotheses to the extent that differences among groups were
concerned .
Hypothesis 1 proposed parent gender differences in perceptions of child
adjustment, in levels of depression and self-satisfaction , and in the association
between launching and parent well-be ing . Gender differences were noted in
parents' perceptions of negative adjustment, in levels of depression , and in the
association between launching and self-satisfaction. These findings supported
the hypothesis that fathers and mothers differed in certain elements of well-being
with mothers having higher depression scores and in the relation between
launching and well-being with fathers' self-satisfaction being higher if ch ildren
were still at home.
Hypothesis 2 proposed launching of the last child would be associated
with changes in parent depression . Analysis of variance did not demonstrate an
association between launching and depression, thereby fa iling to support this
hypothesis. The concept of change in depression could not be addressed
without a convergent structural equation model.
Hypothesis 3 addressed the association between launching the last child
and changes in self-satisfaction. Again, the same caveat holds true regard ing
change in that it was not possible to assess change without a convergent model.
However, comparison of self-satisfaction scores with launching did show that
there was a relation for fathers but not mothers. Hypothesis 3 was supported for

98
fathers in that fathers had higher self-satisfaction scores if children were still at
home.
Hypotheses 4 and 5 proposed associations between timing of launching
(departure of child) and parent depression and self-satisfaction. Timing of
launching was not associated with parent depression or self-satisfaction for
either gender. The findings failed to support hypotheses 4 and 5.
Due to loss of cases in the selection process for launching , the items
needed to address hypotheses 6 and 7 had very low sample Ns. Therefore,
associations between launching , continued contact, and parental well-being as
proposed in Hypotheses 6 and 7 were not analyzed.
Launching of the focal child was not associated with parents' perceptions
of child adjustment nor with parents' perceptions of the child-parent relationship .
Therefore, this research failed to support Hypotheses 8 9 and 10. Analyses of
these factors as they serve as predictors of launching could not be computed
without a convergent structural equation model.
Preliminary analyses revealed specific associations between employment
status, marital status, and parent age with parent depression as well as with
parent self-satisfaction. Again, the associations were gender specific. Fathers'
depression scores were associated with fathers' marital status, employment
status, and age, while mothers depression scores were associated with
employment status alone. Fathers' and mothers' self-satisfaction scores were
both associated with marital status. In all statistically significant results, working
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and being married were associated with higher self-satisfaction and lower
depression. To this extent, Hypotheses 11 and 12 were supported . While an
association between these variables was noted , the findings do not directly
support Hypotheses 11 and 12, which proposed that marriage, employment, and
age serve as mediating factors .
Hypotheses 13 and 14 proposed that child gender would serve as a
mediating factor for launching in its relation to parent depression and
self-satisfaction. The analyses failed to support these hypotheses.
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CHAPTER 5
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

Summary

A goal of this research was to address the issue of child-parent
relationships from the less traditional perspective of the well-being of the
parents. The National Survey of Families and Households provided a large,
random sample of subjects to use for analysis in this endeavor. Information
gathered from primary respondents provided data about their relationships with
their children and the parents' sense of their own well-being . The longitudinal
nature of the NSFH data was also an asset in that it was possible to assess
long-term associations between parents' perceptions of child adjustment and the
child-parent relationship, launching, and parent well-being.

Theoretical Considerations and Hypotheses

This research was intended to examine a number of hypotheses based
on previous empirical findings , role theory, and life-span perspectives. Role
theory suggests that a sense of well-being is grounded in the roles individuals
enact. This supports the idea that parents' well-being (by way of parental roles)
is integrally tied to their children (Miller, 1992). In this research, parents'
perceptions of child adjustment were related to parents' depression in that
fathers' depression scores were higher with higher perceptions of total children's
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adjustment (negatively scaled) and with lower positive adjustment. Parents'
perceptions of child adjustment were related to self-satisfaction in that mothers'
self-satisfaction scores were higher with higher perceptions of positive child
adjustment. This was also found by Fine and associates (1994). It is possible
that this assessment of children's adjustment is essentially a parental evaluation
of how a child is "turning out" (Aquilino, 1991; Huyck, 1989). Whether the
outcome of such an evaluation is positive or negative may lead parents to feel
that they have been either successful or unsuccessful in fulfilling their parental
role . This, in turn, can relate to parents' well-being . The greater number of
correlations between individual child adjustment behaviors and mothers'
depression at Time 1 (as compared with fathers') suggests that during the time
when children are still living at home and requiring more daily parenting, mothers
are probably more sensitive to children's behavior, at least as it related to their
level of depression. Since mothers, in general, spend more day-to-day, hour-tohour time mentoring and teaching children, this closer association for mothers is
logical. Thus, the child-parent relationship, as it reflects the parent's role
expectation, helps to explain the association seen in this research between
parents' perceptions of child adjustment and parent well-being . The finding that
these associations are related across a 5-year span, and do not appear to be
mitigated by the departure of the child, suggests that the need to fill the parental
role continues beyond the time children actually live with parents. It also
supports the idea of mutual caring and dependence continuing after launching
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(Huyck , 1989). It appears that fathers' depression is associated with their
perceptions of an overall adjustment of children with fathers' higher depression
scores when their perceptions of overall child adjustment were more negative,
indicating that fathers are still invested in their children 's adjustment irrespective
of their presence at home. This research indicates that the association between
well-being and parenting is to some extent gender specific.
The life-span perspective proposes that people live and develop in unique
contextual environments created by interactions between the individual and the
context, both of which are influenced by gender (Hetherington & Baltes, 1988).
These findings support the idea of gender specificity in that both depression
scores and associations between depression and self-satisfaction with parenting
variables differ between fathers and mothers.
An additional finding of this research is that fathers and mothers differ in
their state of well-being and in factors associated with their well-being .
Employment and marital status were similarly related to depression for mothers
and fathers , w ith those who work and who are married having lower depression
scores. These findings agree with the premises of role theory and of the lifespan perspective. The roles enacted by adults in a given culture are gender
specific (Cooper & Gutman, 1987; Gilligan, 1987).
Factors other than those involving child-parent relationships are
associated with parental well-being . This relation between marriage, work, age,
and well-being also fits with the concepts of the life-span perspective. As with
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gender, marriage, work, and age contribute to the unique context in which an
ind ividual exists and contribute to an individual's reaction to and interpretation of
that context.
Fathers' depression seems more associated than mothers' with factors
such as parent age and marital status, although both fathers' and mothers'
depression are related to employment status. These findings suggest that age
and marriage may provide more of a buffer against depression for fathers. It
may also be that depression in fathers is more extrinsic, while in mothers it is
more intrinsic. Conversely, fathers' self-satisfaction may be associated to a
lesser degree than mothers' self-satisfaction with external factors.
Associations between the roles of spouse and worker and well-being are
in agreement with the concepts of role theory, which suggest that multiple roles
are advantageous to a greater sense of well-being (White & Edwards, 1990). In
fact, the consistency of the associations in this research between employment
and marriage suggests that these factors hold positions of primary importance in
midlife.
A further general finding of this research is a dearth of statistically
significant associations between launching and parent well-being , whether
ope rationalized as self-satisfaction or depression. The single association which
yielded statistical significance was the positive relationship between fathers' selfsatisfaction and the presence of children in the home. It is possible that having
children at home allows fathers to feel more in touch with the rewards of
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instrumental parenting (Umberson & Gove, 1989), thereby allowing parenting to
be a more tangible role. The lack of significant findings for mothers may be due
to the greater likelihood of continued contact with children after their departure
from home (Umberson & Gove, 1989).
Beyond this association between children living at home and fathers'
self-satisfaction , launching (whether measured by presence of child in the home
or by time since departure) was simply not associated with parent well-being . It
is possible that the ways in wh ich launching was operational ized do not capture
the key element(s) relating to well-being .
There are several possible explanations for the lack of launching-related
findings. The method by which launching is operationalized permits us to
examine families whose children are completely launched with no ambiguities
regarding children still at home or returning . As such, this method provides a
sound baseline for studying launching . It does not, however (and could not due
to the limitations of the data), include other elements that may, in fact, contribute
more to the concept of launching . How do parents feel about their children 's
leaving? Do they perceive the departure as a loss of roles , a gaining of
independence for themselves , or simply a change in living arrangements?
Parents' perceptions of launching are as crucial to parent well-being as parents'
perceptions of child adjustment.
It is possible that by requiring our measures of launching to include only
children who have been gone for more than 3 months and who have not
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returned for more than 3 months , too many subgroups have been lost or
clustered together. Children who are away at college year round but who are
still dependent to some extent, or children who are living on their own but still
rely on their parents for financial assistance are two examples of this potential
problem. By merging these individual situations into one large group, the finer
tuning required to understand launching may be lost.
The focal children about whom the child adjustment questions were asked
ranged in age from 18 to 23 years. These are the ages when departure for
children is "on time. " From a life-span perspective, it fits within the appropriate
time context for families and is, therefore, normative. From this perspective,
these "off time" launchings would show the greatest association with the
parental well-being in that they may be less expected . Children who leave home
prematurely at 16 or 17 years or those who are still living at home (in a
dependent situation) at 29 or 30 years probably do not fit within the appropri ate
time context. It is unfortunate that the questions asked about "ontime" children
were not asked about children in these offtime ages. Without this information,
comparisons could not be made.
As noted in the introduction to this research, the parent-child relationship
lasts a lifetime, from far before the adolescent years to far beyond the physical
departure from home.

In spite of the 5-year time span of this study, it is still a

snapshot of the lifespan. It does not capture the building of that relationship nor
does it, perhaps more importantly, capture the continued relationship after
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launching . As such , the context of launching may be too limited .
If, however, launching as it is conceptualized in this research does
capture the key element, the findings suggest that there is not a practically
important association between launching and parent well-being. In a sense, this
finding has support in previous research such as White and Edwards (1990) and
Adelmann and associates (1989), who have suggested that launching is an
experience rather than a syndrome. As such, launching may not be a change
that warrants corresponding shifts in well-being. It is also possible that the
departure of ch ildren does not represent a qualitative change in the parenting
role. Parenting is a role intrinsic to the parent, not the child . Continued efforts to
fulfill this role may not be tied to the physical presence of a child so much as to
the psychological needs of the parent. As such, the parenting role may not
change with the departure of the child.
It is also possible that during the transition from generativity and the
parenting roles, other roles increase in importance to parents. During this
transition, the balance among the importance of parenting, work, and marriage
may gradually shift so that there is a greater association between marriage and
employment and well-being . While the daily parenting role diminishes, these
other roles may come more to the forefront due to fewer time or responsibility
constraints (Dannefer, 1984). This shift supports the concept of gains and
losses across the lifespan as proposed by life-span perspective (Hetherington &
Baltes, 1989).
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An additional overall trend emerges from the findings of this research .
Those factors that are most consistently associated with parent well-being are
parent-centered factors. Marriage, employment, and age are all unique to
parents and not shared with children. Even child adjustment in this research is
based on the parents' perceptions . Perhaps parents' psychological and
developmental needs are more salient to parent well-being than relationships
with children, perceptions of children, or even the presence of children .

Conclusions

This research has lead to the following conclusions:
1.

Midlife fathers and mothers differ in well-being and the association

between well-being and other factors.
2.

Mid life parents' perceptions of child adjustment are associated with

parent well-being.
3.

In mid life, parent well-being is associated with other factors such

as employment, marriage, and age but not with child gender, age, or time since
leaving home.
4.

Launching, at least as conceptualized in this research, is not

consistently associated with parent well-being. This suggests either that
launching simply does not hold the importance we have believed it to hold, or
that launching is a more complex and elusive concept than reflected by the
measures used in this study.
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Limitations of the Study
The limitations of this study fall into two general areas. The first is
limitation of using an extant data set. Although these data were collected from a
large, representative sample, some of the specific selection criteria for selecting
launching required the excluding numerous subjects since a number of items
specifically identified launched families . This prevented addressing specific
issues that were originally intended to be included . While questions were asked ,
they did not reflect the specific concerns of this study. For example, it would
have been beneficial to compare parents' perceptions of child adjustment with
the timing of their departure. This would have addressed the possibility of
premature departure of "problem children." However, the questions asked
regarding children under 18 were different from those 18 to 23, thereby
precluding comparisons.
The second group of limitations is intrinsic to this research . As valuable
as the analyses of group means are to providing descriptions of how groups of
parents differ from each other, the research fails to address how the multiplicity
of factors work in concert to help explain parent depression and self-satisfaction.
The inability to identify a model that fit the data prevented addressing these
more salient issues. As noted earlier, in spite of its longitudinal nature, this study
provides only a snapshot of the parent-child relationship .
There is a multiplicity of factors that previous research suggests
contributes to the well-being of individuals in mid life, but which were also outside
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the scope of this research . These include multiple marriages, non-working
spouses, good health/income, and marital satisfaction . In view of the statistically
significant findings with associations between employment and marital status,
these factors may be the more salient to consider.

Implications for the Future
There are several implications from the findings of this research. The
elusiveness of launching and the empty nest suggest that further research into
the concept of launching is necessary. Future research should reconsider the
concept of launching per se as well as its relation to well-being in midlife. It
might also consider a broader range of factors as well as a longer time frame in
examining the parent-child relationship . If, after such efforts take place, findings
continue to show a lack of association between launching and parent well-being,
it will be worth noting that the departure of children is neither something to be
dreaded nor to be sought for. It is simply another life event.
If, indeed, work and marriage hold greater salience for adult well-being in
midlife, the implication is that individuals can look more to these roles than to
parenting as sources of well-being in mid life. Both fathers and mothers might
then be encouraged to look to one another and their work rather than
concentrating so much on their relationship with their children . Such a shift
might result in lifting the burden of responsibility for well-being from parents and
children during the transition to the empty nest.
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